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Challenges faced by communities on the peripheries have been much dealt with 
and the Malays in Singapore are no exception. Due to their relatively slower socio-
economic progress, there is an enduring interest in the study of Malays. Of particular 
significance to this study are allegations of Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ made by the 
significant few. This study revisits some of the more prominent works pertaining to this 
claim and embarks on field research to enquire into the extent the claims of Malay 
„cultural deficiencies‟ have infiltrated the common Malay. 
 
As a backdrop, works by leading thinkers which looked at possibly similar 
phenomenon in other social contexts were used as guide on possible findings on the 
field. This study found that the Malays have internalized allegations of their „deficient 
culture‟ and that the damaging impact of such a belief on the community‟s self-esteem 
has already led to sentiments of self-hate and a desire to abandon their culture for a 
supposedly „more progressive‟ Chinese culture. Consequently, the community continues 
to be labelled as „inadequate‟ leading to sentiments of prejudice and internal 
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The Phenomenon at Hand 
 
“….the colonizer had constructed a „mythical and degrading portrait‟ of 
the colonized that the latter ended up accepting and living by to a certain 
extend”. 
(Memmi, 1965:87 in Verges, 1996:92) 
 
This thesis was triggered when my fellow Malay colleague censured Malays as a 
community which „cannot make it, lah!‟ to our non-Malay co-worker before advising her 
to find a non-Malay candidate for her project.  Her comment astounded me because she 
was enjoying her recent promotion into middle management and thus did „make it‟.  It 
propelled me to engage other close Malay friends on issues about Malays.  A conclusion 
by one left a lasting impression on me.  She said,  
 
“Melayu memang gitu apa, malas… macam mana nak naik!”  
 
I realised that ethnic prejudice (Allport, 1979:9) held by Malays of themselves 
was possibly a widespread phenomenon.  Having spent my entire life in multi-ethnic 
Singapore, stereotypes - negative or positive of the various ethnic groups - were abound 
but these were usually by others unfamiliar with the practices of another.  Negative 
stereotyping is primarily rationalisers (Allport, 1979:204) for sentiments of prejudice and 
acts of discriminations and throughout this thesis, the relationship among these three 
 2 
words holds true.  In the United States, racial discrimination against African-Americans 
by White Americans
2
 led to ethnic movements like the African-American Civil Rights 
Movement carrying slogans like Black is Beautiful and Black Power (Lily, 1998:52).  
Among the French colonies, Négritude
3
 came into being as artillery against French 
racism.  These are examples of protests by communities who were well aware of ethnic 
prejudices held against them by other ethnic communities and reacted in self-defence.  
Although this consciousness was found to be present among the Singapore Malays, it has 
yet to bring about outright protests.  The Malays concur that ethnic prejudices against 
them by themselves was exactly as Frantz Fanon described in his famous book- Black 
Skin, White Masks (2008).  If that was true of the Singapore Malays, then the 
psychological impact on them is unimaginable and immeasurable.  The control of the 
mind is the ultimate form of control (Lily, 1998:52).  If Malays look at themselves 
„through the eyes of others‟ (Du Bois, 1969:115 in Lily, ibid), it will imprison their 
minds (Baker, 1983:41 in Lily, ibid).  Hence, this study undertook to investigate the 
extent of Malays‟ prejudices against themselves.  Crucial to this study is the prevalent 
negative perceptions Malays held about their community i.e. stereotypes which could be 
the basis for their prejudices. 
 
Preliminary enquiry into negative perceptions of Malays boiled down to one 
single factor – the relatively slower socio-economic development of Malays compared to 
other ethnic groups, especially in Singapore where the progress of each ethnic group is 
                                                 
2
 Source: „African-American Civil Rights Movement (1896–1954)‟, retrieved 20th July 2009 from 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African-American_Civil_Rights_Movement_(1955%E2%80%931968).   
3
 Source: „Négritude‟, retrieved 20th July 2009 from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/N%C3%A9gritude 
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chartered on an annual basis
4
.  Considerably, this slower Malay socio-economic progress 
had been attributed by segments of Singaporeans in the community to their „deficient 
culture‟ i.e. lazy, non-priority towards education, unpersevering which at times, are even 
indicative of inherent biological flaws (Mahathir: 1970, Wan Hussin: 1990, Za‟ba: 2005, 
Senu et al: 2004).  
 
In his book „The Myth of the Lazy Native‟ (1977), Syed Hussein Alatas argued it 
was colonisation of the Malay Archipelago which initiated the „ideological denigration 
of the native and of his history and society‟ (1977:8).  By creating the ideology of 
laziness (1977:22), it provides the Colonials with the basis for the „necessity‟ to acquire 
native territories (1977:23).  Alatas also discussed the writings of José Rizal and 
Abdullah bin Abdul Kadir Munshi, intellectual natives who wrote about the indolence in 
their communities.  They censured different sources for the natives‟ indolence.  Rizal 
attributed it to the Spaniards, while Abdullah blamed it on the Malay rulers and their 
dependents (hamba raja) (1977:137).  Alatas demonstrated that the Colonial‟s “native 
indolent ideology” was adopted by these two intellectual natives and whose ideas 
unfortunately continued to influence other writers till the 20
th
 century – as seen in Malay 
Dilemma and Revolusi Mental by Mahathir bin Mohamad and Senu bin Abdul Rahman 
respectively, central figures in Malaysia‟s political arena.  Lily Zubaidah Rahim‟s The 
Singapore Dilemma (1998) also found the ideology of Malay „cultural deficiency‟ a 
convenient aversion against criticism of the People‟s Action Party‟s (PAP) supposed 
multi-racial and meritocratic system (1998:3).  This is supported by the Malay middle 
                                                 
4
 Charting of ethnic progress is done because Singapore is run on the politics of race - Chinese, Malays, 
Indians, Others categories (CMIO)
4
 (Clammer, 1985:107,119). 
 4 
class, who had their ego flattered by the PAP leadership as role models of exceptional 
qualities (1998:59). 
 
These works provided an indication that negative views by Malays of Malays 
may be held by Malays of the upper crust in society, especially because of its ideological 
functions though other members may hold similar views, as my experiences described 
earlier, hinted that such adverse ideas may have permeated further down within the 
community which would be cause for disquiet.  
 
Working Class Problems as Malay Problems 
 Currently, Malays make up approximately 13.6%
5
 of Singapore‟s total 
population.  Socio-economically, in education and politics, Malays have been known to 
be on the peripheries since the onset of colonisation (Lily, 1998:19) and an awareness of 
their marginal position in Singapore‟s multi-ethnic society is widespread.  In Census of 
Population 2000, only 23.35% of the total Malay working population held positions of 
senior positions, professionals or associate professionals and technicians compared to a 
whopping 46.15% among the Chinese.  Their peripheral socio-economic position was 
even more glaring inter-ethnically, as Malays make up only 6.28% of the total senior 
positions in Singapore.  The majority of Malays are members of the peripheries where 
there commonly exist „a relative lack of services, lower standard of living and higher 
level of frustration‟ (Hechter, 1975:33).  To the dominant PAP government, problems 
faced by Malays including drug addiction, high divorce rate and the inability to complete 
formal education, were attributed not to socio-economic constraints, which were 
                                                 
5
 Yearbook of Statistics Singapore, 2009. 
 5 
incidentally quoted by my working class interviewees, but to the alleged Malay „cultural 
deficiency‟.  
  
Conservatives like Banfield (1974) and Murray (1984) defended cultural thesis as 
the basis for the community‟s lack of progress claiming that each social class exhibits a 
pattern of attitudes, values and modes of behaviour which inadvertently lead to their 
„successes‟ or „failures‟.  Banfield stamped members of the „lower class‟6 with deficient 
cultures like improvidence, irresponsibility, inability or unwillingness to control 
impulses, unskilled, frequent job movements, instability, a poor husband and father and 
violence (Muller,1997: 337).  These, he claimed, were rooted from a „single problem: the 
existence of an outlook and style of life which is radically present-oriented and which 
therefore attaches no value to work, sacrifice, self improvement, or service to family, 
friends, or community‟ (Banfield, 1974: 235), a problem he claimed to be culturally 
transmitted from generation to generation (Muller, ibid).  So entrenched were these 
„cultural deficiencies‟ on the „lower class‟, that to Banfield, even if „we could afford to 
throw the existing cities away and build new ones from scratch, matters would not be 
essentially different, for the people who move into the new cities would take the same old 
problems with them‟ (1974:279).  This „cultural deficit‟ thesis posits that the raison d'être 
of poverty in some communities is due to their deficient culture and that the provision of 
„really good‟ jobs would not induce them to change their lifestyles for it is their lifestyles 
which repress them from these jobs (Banfield, 1974:266).  The remedy, for the 
conservatives at least, was the abandonment of the „deficient‟ lower class culture and 
                                                 
6
 Banfield differentiated the „lower class‟ from the „working class‟.  The working class did not share the 
„deficient culture‟ of the lower class.  Among them are the aged, the physically handicapped and mothers 
with dependent children (Muller, 1997: 336). 
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„acquir(ing) the attitudes, motivations, habits of the working class‟, something which is 
also consistently advocated by the PAP government.  This allegedly vanquishes „the 
most serious and intractable problems of the city‟ (Banfield, 1974: 235).  
  
The liberals (e.g. Harrington, 1963) also accepted the notion of a „culture of 
poverty‟ as limiting the upward social mobility of the poor (Muller, 1997:336), but they 
differ starkly from the conservatives.  To the liberals, ethos of the poor resulted from 
living in environments clamped with various socio-economic impediments which may 
result in problems like alcoholism.  The solutions for this included governmental 
intervention in education, training programmes and creation of greater opportunities for 
poor children (Muller, 1997: 335-336).  The conservatives alleged that these solutions 
would create a welfare or crutch mentality, more crimes, single-parent families (Murray, 
1984 in Lily, 1998:51), threatening the well-being of the free market economy (Lily, 
ibid), encourage paternalism and deter responsibility and initiative (Murray, 1984).  
 
The PAP government consistently claims that the relative impoverishment of the 
Malays is due to their „cultural deficit‟ which, to Lily (1998:51), was a convenient way 
to position the „problem‟ within the Malay community as it „disentangles the 
significance of structural, institutional and historical factors in contributing to their 
poverty‟ (ibid).  Consequently, they have adopted a minimalist attitude towards the 
socio-economic and educational malaise confronting the Malay community (Lily, 
1998:19).  Instead, they promote to reform their „deficient culture‟. 
 
 7 
The PAP government has to date, unfailingly accentuated the problems facing the 
Malays by associating them to their „deficient culture‟.  This is most prominent during 
the Prime Minister‟s speeches at National Day Rallies.  In 2005, Prime Minister Lee 
Hsien Loong said, 
 
“Mereka tiada kemahiran atau kerja tetap.  Mereka berhenti 
sekolah sebelum tamat pendidikan menengah.  Ramai yang menganggur, 
dan mempunyai anak-anak kecil yang tidak mampu mereka tanggung…  
Ia menjejas masyarakat Melayu lebih daripada India atau Cina kerana 
lebih ramai pasangan Melayu yang berkahwin muda dan bercerai awal…  
Kita perlu bantu keluarga-keluarga ini supaya dapat berdikari… tetapi 
lebih penting memberi bimbingan untuk mengubah sikap dan cara hidup 
mereka.”7 
                                                   (Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong) 
 
The „problems‟ are largely common to those at lower income levels but they affect 
Malays disproportionately, as more of them have low incomes (Li, 1998:166).  The 
problems are labelled as a „Malay problem‟, fitting the PAP government‟s espoused 
rationale of a Malay „cultural deficiency‟.  This resulted in the equation of these social 
problems to the Malay community (culture) instead of highlighting the socio-economic 
structural hurdles faced by peripheral communities and acting on them.  
 





Peripheral communities are rarely conscious of the close relationship between 
low income and social problems.  Macleod‟s (1995) study of working class teenagers 
living in public housing in the United States found that most were unaware of the role of 
structure in the reproduction of social inequality and held themselves responsible for 
their plight.  The same could be said of the working class Malays.  My interviewee 
Hanif, attributed his difficulties solely to his choice of „bad‟ company in secondary 
school although he also spoke about having to work „part-time‟ to pay for his own school 
pocket money, which showed that oppressive socio-economic infrastructures are not 
recognised.  This could only be explained by the PAP government‟s ideology (Lily, 
1998:248) of Singapore‟s „society as open and fair and full of opportunity… (and that) 
success is based on merit, and economic inequality is due to differences in ambition and 
ability‟ (Macleod, 1995:3).   
 
Focus of Study 
In a world social order predominantly resting on principles like democracy and 
equality, the existence of reductionist grounds to account for poverty in society can only 
be pathological.  While recognising the importance of a study which proves the validity 
of arguments presented by the conservatives and liberals, such an endeavour would be 
beyond the confines of this thesis.  We are concerned on the extent this pathological state 
of mind has infiltrated the common Malays.  
 
In a paper by Sigelman and Tuch (1997), the concept of metastereotypes, 
focusing on Blacks‟ perceptions of whites‟ stereotype was explicated.  It was, and 
 9 
perhaps still is, an area under-researched judging from the dearth of such studies.  This 
study delves at an aspect of social psychology towards that area of research but through 
ethnographic lens.  Like the contemporary Cajun (2001), whose self-image could be 
traced to stereotyped portrayals by outsiders, this study explores the Malays‟ image of 
their in-group.  Do Malays subscribe to their „cultural deficit‟ ideology?  Who amongst 
the community would subscribe to it?  What functions would it serve?  What are the 
consequences of such a possibility?  Putting these questions together pointed me to the 
central overarching question for this thesis, „How do Malays from different social groups 
perceive themselves in relation to the cultural deficit thesis?‟  Is it a perception held by 
Malays from all levels of the community or is it a view held by certain sections of the 
ethnic group?  This thesis will look at two main areas.  Firstly, „Do Malays from 
different socio-economic backgrounds hold varying perceptions of themselves in relation 
to the cultural deficit thesis?‟  Secondly, „What do Malays attribute their failures and 
successes to?‟  Judging from works examined (e.g. Mahathir, 1970; Senu, 2004; Wan 
Hussin, 1990), the Malay cultural deficit thesis could explain the relatively slower Malay 
socio-economic progress to middle class Malays but for working class members, it may 
be due to discrimination (Suriani, 2004/05; Lee, 2006: Nurliza, 1986).  Valuable also are 




 are excluded from this study as such analyses have been 
documented elsewhere
9
.  Malay elites (as were the non-Malays) were divided on this 
notion of a „deficient Malay culture‟.  Although there have been ethnographic studies 
                                                 
8
 Elites here defined as „those at the head of the large economic, political and military organisations‟ 
(Mills, 1959:4 in Hartmann, 2007:41) 
9
 Refer to Syed Hussein Alatas (1977), Lily Zubaidah Rahim (1998) & Shaharuddin Maaruf (1988). 
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representing the common Malays‟ standpoint (Li, 1989; Lai, 1995; Stimpfl, 2006; 
Nurliza Yusuf, 1986), these do so in a homogeneous manner.  Lai (1995:59) found that 
perceptions of Malays as „friendly, tolerant, gracious, easily contented, and family 
oriented‟ are held by Malays themselves.  But which Malay social group views their 
community as such?  It would be absurd to claim that these perceptions apply to the 
whole community.  There exists a lack in Malay perception studies of themselves, as the 
diversity in the community has yet to be addressed.  This thesis attempts to represent the 
multiplicity of common Malays from various socio-economic backgrounds in their 
perceptions of Malays in relation to their alleged „deficient culture‟.  This is crucial if 
one considers the interplay between the social and economic factors which often form 
the basis of one‟s perceptions. 
 
Method 
 This study aims to understand how Malays perceive themselves.  A qualitative 
approach was thought best for its in-depth information.  I have examined a variety of 
works pertaining to Malay socio-economic development, including that of literary works, 
in order to gather information on the perceived „cultural flaws‟ of Malays.  Excerpts 
from the flagship Malay newspaper Berita Harian were taken over a period of ten 
months from December 2008 to determine specific types of Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ 
which could be historically traced to the Colonials and which are still widespread today.  
These helped to surmise possible stereotypes predominant in contemporary Malay 
community which facilitated the preparation of semi-structured questions for interviews.  
 
 11 
Delineating ‘Stereotype’ & ‘Ethnic’ 
In his book, The Nature of Prejudice (1979), Allport defined stereotype as „an 
exaggerated belief associated with a category‟ (1979:191) that rationalises and can be 
easily adapted to the prejudicial needs of a prevailing situation (1979:204).  Using 
Allport‟s definition, Malays as an ethnic group could be identified as the category under 
study.  Our focus is on the Malays‟ perceptions of themselves and the reasons cited for 
these perceptions, which are used to rationalise their relatively slower socio-economic 
progress.  Instead of „stereotype‟, I use „views‟ (more neutral) during interviews, hoping 
that my interviewees will participate willingly in the interviews and also with their views 
about Malays.  „Views‟ was also unintimidating and is a commonly used word that 
interviewees were immediately aware of the aims of my research.   
 
The words, „ethnicity‟ and „race‟ also require elucidating for they are contentious 
categories.  „Ethnicity‟ alludes more „to the quality of relations existing between 
individuals sharing certain cultural behaviours‟ (Hechter, 1975:312), while „race‟ fixes 
„biological traits to a human grouping‟ (King, 2004:1).  For the dominant Singapore 
government, paternal „racial‟ lineage is endorsed thus denying the role of culture in 
identity formation although at the same time, certain cultural practices are assumed to be 
Malay – e.g. the celebration of Eid ul-Fitr - although a Muslim religious celebration - is 
distinctly recognised as Malay cultural practice.  Contradictions between one‟s identity 
as written in his/her identity card and actual lived cultural practices also arise.  An 
individual may have a Chinese father and Malay mother, follows Malay cultural 
practices but is still legally identified as a Chinese.  For the purposes of this study, the 
 12 
Malay „ethnic‟ group is preferred because it emphasises on lived practices and also 
considering that criticism against the Malays is towards their „deficient culture‟.  During 
interviews, „race‟ was used interchangeably mainly due to its familiarity on the ground. 
 
Chapters Abridged 
This thesis is much influenced by data gathered on the field and to appreciate 
them, the chapters are assembled such that readers will get a sense of the debates 
surrounding the relatively slower socio-economic progress of the Malays and allegations 
of „deficiencies‟ they suffered first before presenting my research findings.  
 
This chapter acquaints us on the cultural deficit thesis and how working class 
Malays become depicted as afflicted with this deficiency.  This is followed by a review 
of relevant works concerned about the socio-economic progress of Malays and on Malay 
„cultural deficiency‟ allegations (chapter 2).  Studies focusing on in-group stereotypes 
are also discussed.  These help pave the way for this study.  Chapter 3 delves into our 
research proper by first discussing the approaches undertaken for data collection 
followed by fieldwork findings.  A discussion on the definition of who is „Malay‟ is also 
included so as to elucidate the community at the heart of this thesis. 
  
Chapters 4 and 5 make up the analysis chapters of this thesis.  They discuss the 
causes and effects for Malay internalisation of negative self-images of themselves, 
specifically „success-centrism‟ (i.e. belief in one‟s capability, work etc. superiority), self-
hatred and forthright yearning to „liberate‟ Malays from their „deficiencies‟ and embrace 
 13 
the supposedly more „progressive‟ cultures of the Chinese.  This indicates that the 
psychological subordination of Malays which ethnic minority writers like Frantz Fanon 
(2008), Malcolm X (1965) and William Du Bois (1965) feared for marginalised 
communities has long been under way among the Malays.  Indicative also is the 
breakdown in ethnic solidarity and pride (Bonacich, 1980:584 in Lily, 1998:53). 
  
Finally, an association is made between PAP as successor of the British Colonials 
and their perpetuation of the Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ ideology.  This would account 
for the continual discriminatory practices as disclosed by interviewees, thus alluding 
them to the prison created by these allegations which have kept them in the state of 
relative impoverishment.  
 
As this study is qualitative in nature, the results attained cannot be assumed to be 
representative of the Singapore Malay community.  What it does offer are instances 
taken from a small sample of the Malays which could be representative of a possible 
pathological psyche invading the community‟s perception at large.  
 14 
2 
‘The Deficient Malay’ Debate 
 
 This research focuses on an analysis of two groups of literature.  One involves 
studies which looked at the phenomenon of in-group stereotypes, while the other on 
works written about Malays, with preference to those works which considered the 
development/progress and poverty of the community to be closely inter-twined with 
allegations of Malay „cultural deficiencies‟.  Also discussed is how the ideology of a 
„deficient Malay culture‟ was introduced by the Colonials and its eventual subscription 
by factions of the Malay elites.  Plausible motivations behind these subscriptions will 
also be explicated in this chapter. 
 
Invention of the Deficient Malay Character  
 Alatas argued that the British Colonials instituted the idea of the „flawed‟ 
character of the Malays for political and economic reasons (1977).  He said that the 
creation of negative Malay character was because the Colonials faced difficulties in 
recruiting Malays to work in the „type of slave labour which the Chinese and Indians 
were compelled to do owing to their immigrant status‟ (1977:75) in their cash crop 
plantations.  He explained that the Colonials‟ persistent belief in this idea was because 
they did not really get a chance to observe the Malays in their daily activities who 
„…plant, ...fish, …build houses,… look after their farms‟ and „are occupied everyday‟ 
(1977:72), as the Malays were concentrated in rural areas, unlike the urbanised Chinese 
and Indians.  Alatas also claimed that the idea of the lazy native was generated not by 
 15 
scholars at first but by monks and tourists.  Scholars who were prejudiced and arrogant 
and who had the unconscious dominance of certain categories of Western colonial 
capitalist thought were influenced by this idea of the lazy native. (1977:112).  Hence, 
they could not appreciate the hardworking Malay tukang arang (charcoal sellers) for it 
did not follow the regular pattern of Western work (Alatas, 1977:121), and they 
dismissed the tukang arang as not actually doing „real‟ work.  The „flawed‟ character of 
the Malays was also very often based on the opulence of the Malay Royalty from 
isolated incidents (Alatas, 1977:130) but was sweepingly applied to the whole ethnic 
group.  By labelling the Malays as indolent, the Colonials had a convenient „excuse‟ to 
colonise the region with the aim of „civilising‟ the native people. 
 
Charles Hirschman in „The Making of Race in Colonial Malaya: Political 
Economy and Racial Ideology‟ (1986) elaborated that before the British‟s complete 
control of the Malay Peninsular, the journals of Swettenham (written in 1870s) (Burns & 
Cowan, 1975 in Hirshman, 1986) and Low (Sadka, 1954 in Hirschman, 1986), who were 
the two earliest pioneers of the British forward movement, were unaware of Malay 
capacities and abilities.  Low had described the Malays as „a people so naturally 
sagacious and clever [and] whose abilities are probably not inferior to any of the 
nations of Europe‟ (Loh, 1969:4 in Hirshman, 1986:344).  As the British Colonials had 
claimed that their governance was paternalistic in nature instead of conquerors, they had 
to rest upon a judgment that Malays lack the ability to run their own country (Hirschman, 
1986:344).  This judgment was supported by the development of science by European 
intellectuals attempting to extend the Linnean classificatory system of zoological types 
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of the phenotypical variation of humankind in the nineteenth century.  This shifted the 
meaning of „race‟ from a relatively general term that distinguished peoples on almost any 
criteria to a biologically defined species, with specific assumptions about the 
inheritability of cultural dispositions and the potential for progress (Hirshman, 
1986:340).  Science provided the moral grounds for the conquest and dominance by the 
European peoples who were experiencing rapid technological and economic advances 
(ibid, 1986:341). 
 
Consequently, early critical writings about the Malays had a mix of positive and 
negative opinions.  John Crawfurd, a colonial administrator with Raffles in Java and also 
one of the early governors of Singapore, defended the „natives‟ against charges of 
indolence.  He said, „The islanders are found to be industrious like other peoples… they 
have no constitutional listlessness nor apathy, and whenever there exists a reasonable 
prospect of advantage, they are found to labour with vigour and perseverance 
(Crawfurd, 1820 in Hirschman, 1986:343).  He also wrote that intellectually the Indian 
Islanders were „slow of comprehension‟ and that the best Indian was unequal to a 
mediocre individual in a civilised community (Crawfurd, 1820:45-46 in Hirschman, 
1986:343).  Given the scientific claims on the biological basis of race at that time, 
Crawfurd‟s „scholarly‟ writings had to somehow acknowledge the uncontested scientific 
„truths‟ about the dispositions of the Malays and one way was to lay claims on their 
intellect which was obviously immeasurable.  
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Hirschman found that early European writings about Malays had explained 
Malay characteristics as a consequence of environmental or social factors.  They argued 
that the bountiful tropical environment, abundant with fish and productive padi fields had 
left the Malays ill-disciplined to work hard or to plan for the long term (Hirschman, 
1986:345).  This argument influenced Za‟ba and Mahathir Mohamad, Malaysia‟s fourth 
Prime Minister.  The claim that any economic gains accumulated by the common Malay 
will eventually be confiscated by the Sultan, their chiefs or their numerous followings, 
was also presented to explain the supposed indolence of the Malays (McNair, 1972:345 
in Hirschman, 1986:345).  Swettenham agreed with Hirschman in his description of the 
Malay character (1955:137).  
 
We have established that for political and economic reasons, the imperialists 
bestowed the Malays with a biological lack which accounted for their „cultural deficit‟, 
rendering them incompetent to govern and to sustain a thriving economy for their own 
country.  Of great consequence to this claim was the inheritability of these „cultural 
deficiencies‟.  Although most later writers shy away from biological assertions (e.g. 
Za‟ba, 1982; Wan Hussin, 1990), Malay „cultural deficiency‟ was assumed bequeathed 
through generations for it was inextricably part and parcel of Malay life.  
 
Other than serving the Colonial political and economic subjugation, the 
Colonials‟ „indolent Malay‟ ideology had and still does, as this thesis will show, „serve 
as a ready-made excuse for the plight of the poor Malays in the richest of all British 
colonies‟ (Hirschman, 1986:346).  Consequently, the ideology of lazy Malays (due to 
 18 
their „cultural deficiency‟) became a permanent piece in the „mental furniture‟ of the 
colonial mind (Hirschman, 1986:346).  As recent as 1969, one can still find European 
work which described the Malays as „carefree or indolent, contented or unambitious, 
pleasure-loving or idle‟ (Slimming, 1969:7 in Hirschman, 1986:346).  This mental 
„furniture piece‟ is infectious and has spread to at least the higher echelons of the Malay 
community. 
 
A Colonial Legacy Continued 
 The earliest works on Malay poverty by a non-Colonial may be The Voyage of 
Abdullah (1949) and The Hikayat Abdullah (1970) by Abdullah Munshi.  He viewed the 
Colonials as saviours of the Malay masses from the oppressive Malay chiefs and kings.  
After pondering on the abject poverty of the Pahang peoples he wrote, 
 
“I reflected on the difference between the condition of the people of 
Pahang and of us who live in serenity under English rule.  We are as 
good as Rajas; no one fears another and no one can oppress another.  
And the reason is that the administration in all its actions has one 
essential aim – the happiness of the people.” 
(Abdullah, 1949:15) 
 
Abdullah attributed the Malays‟ state of destitution to oppressive governance by Malay 
kings and chiefs.  He observed that in Pahang, „not one in ten (common Malay) did any 
work; the majority of them loafed about all day in poverty and vice.‟ (Abdullah, 1949:8) 
 19 
because they were unmotivated to accumulate wealth for it would be seized by the 
Sultans, chiefs and their hamba raja
10
.  It was thus logical to remain destitute all their 
lives (Abdullah, 1949:15).  Despite recognising the cruelty and tyranny of Malay leaders 
who impoverished the Malay peoples, Abdullah continued criticising common Malay 
men who, to him, were „like drones; they eat and sleep and repair their weapons – that 
is all they do‟ (ibid, 1949:21).  He chastised them for the lack of supervision of their 
children as „It is the women who sell in the market and act as hawkers and do all work 
necessary for the earning of a living‟ (ibid, 1949:21).  Abdullah‟s scrutiny of Malay men 
was unwarranted as traditionally, it was the Malay men who went out to sea in the early 
morning hours and probably worked on their plantations as well.  Naturally, they would 
have returned with their catch of the day in the „normal‟ working hours according to 
Western culture and tried to catch some lost sleep!  Abdullah‟s harsh assessment of the 
Malays, though repeatedly reiterated to be rooted from oppressive governance was 
coloured.  He was captive to the Western form of work - like the Colonials who could 
not appreciate the work done by the tukang arang.  
 
In Malay Ideas on Development: From Feudal Lord to Capitalist (1988), 
Shaharuddin Maaruf defended Abdullah from attacks alleging that he was comparing the 
English to the Malays.  Shaharuddin claimed that it was a comparison between Malay 
feudalism and the early form of liberalism and capitalism in Malacca and Singapore 
(1988:39); the latter seeming revolutionising in the wake of oppressive Malay feudal 
governance.  Even if Abdullah was indeed comparing the two social structures; 
simultaneously, he was also comparing the English and Malays.  This can be clearly 
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 Hamba Raja is a palace-man entitled to immunity for all their crimes (Abdullah, 1948:11). 
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exemplified by Abdullah‟s assessment of Malay men as discussed above.  José Rizal‟s 
discussion on the phenomenon of Filipino indolence was similar to Abdullah‟s (1963).  
He defined indolence as „little love for work, lack of activity, etc;‟ (Rizal, 1963:111) and 
claimed that it was due to the lack of purpose, owing to high likelihood of abuse by their 
Spanish imperialists.  Both Rizal and Abdullah recognised that Filipinos and Malays 
were lazy.  Rizal even „confess(ed) that the indolence actually and positively exists;‟ 
(1963:112) and supported allegations of Filipino indolence as a character resulting from 
the warm climate.  Both Abdullah‟s and Rizal‟s works failed to make a distinction 
between the cultures of the indigenous communities per se and the culture that resulted 
from tyrannical rulers.  Alatas (1977) proposed that although Rizal‟s acceptance of 
Filipinos‟ indolence was based on sound historical and sociological factors, it “neglected 
the Spanish contribution in exaggerating the significance of the theme (1977:106).  
Similarly, Abdullah had worked under Raffles for many years, and may very well be 
influenced by his ideas of the Malays.  Indubitably, both Rizal and Abdullah were 
captives in their ideas about their communities.  
 
Another important assessment by Alatas (1977) is the relationship which both 
Rizal and Abdullah drew between indolence and oppression.  To Alatas, „the absence of 
the will to work conditioned by circumstances can hardly be called indolence‟.  This he 
supported by the example of British prisoners-of-war held by the Japanese who were not 
at all enthusiastic to work for their enemy (Alatas,1977:106).  Just as it is inappropriate 
to label their inaction indolent, the same could be said of the Filipinos and Malays living 
under tyrannical rulers.  
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Assault against Malay character did not relent towards the end of 19
th
 century.  
An article in the Singapore Press identified Malay weaknesses as an adherence to 
custom, lack of industry and ambition, hostility to those with talent and an inability to 
practise self-help (Roff, 1967:54 in Li, 1989:168).  Constant attacks against Malays‟ 
cultural inadequacies were also found in Al-Imam, a periodical founded by the Singapore 
Muslim Reformists in 1906 in spite of its mixed and indigenous Malay descent 
membership.  So vehement were such attacks against Malays that to Roff, it was „an 
orgy of self-vilification and self condemnation‟ (Roff, 1967:56 in Li, 1989:168).  Such 
were the views held by the Malay and Muslim elites of the Malay society throughout the 
1920s (Roff, 1967:150 in Li, 1989:168), persisting until today. 
  
In the early 1920s, another important personality joined the bandwagon of 
Malays‟ cultural deficiency.  A prolific writer, Zainal Abidin bin Ahmad, also known as 
Za‟ba assessed the Malays as such, 
 
“Orang-orang kita Melayu ini pada hitungan amnya atau jumlahnya 
ialah suatu kaum yang tersangat miskin.  Kemiskinan itulah sifatnya yang 
terlebih sangat lengkap dan nyata daripada lain-lain sifat kebangsaannya 
dan ialah juga sebesar-besar kekurangan yang menjadikan mereka kalah 
atau ketinggalan di belakang dalam perlumbaan kemajuan.  Miskin pada 
wang ringgit dan harta benda, miskin pada hemat dan cita-cita, miskin 
pada pelajaran dan latihan pengetahuan, miskin pada kelengkapan otak 
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dan pada beberapa sifat keperangaian yang tinggi dan mulia – jadilah 
mereka tidak dapat tiada daripada tersangkut dan ketinggalan dalam 
perjalanan bangsa-bangsa.”  
(Abdullah & Khalid, 2005:207-208) 
 
Za‟ba characterised the Malays with even greater character deficiencies.  Besides 
intellect and attitude towards work, deficiencies in dimensions of morale (e.g. self-
sacrifice, integrity) made being Malay even less attractive.  So severe were his diagnosis 
of the Malays that if they were at all true, the Malays would have „vanished from the face 
of the earth!‟ (Shaharuddin, 1988: 82).  
 
Za‟ba attributed the lag in Malays‟ progress to the interpretation of Islam.  
Za‟ba‟s perceptions of the Malays and Islam were strongly influenced by his association 
with The Young Muslim Union Penang which was championing an Islamic Reform from 
India.  He studied under Sheikh Tahir Jalaluddin and forged close friendship with S.M. 
Zainal Abidin and Syed Alwi Al-Hadi (Adnan, 1994:74), all members of the Kaum 
Muda who were calling for an urgent need to reinterpret Islam based on the Hadith and 
Qur‟an instead of following their ancestors‟ traditions, which were perceived very 
ritualistic.  Za‟ba also called for a need to „bersendiri pada ilmu dan amalan‟ (Za‟ba, 
1960:152) i.e. to re-evaluate the teachings of the Kaum Tua, encouraging the Malays to 
accept only what is logical to them and reject blind acceptance – taqlid.  The Kaum Tua 
was condemned for associating karut (obscurity) in their Islamic teachings e,g, tangkal 
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(talisman) and believing in pelesit
11
 and jin afrit (genie) (Za‟ba, 1980) and had 
misunderstood the concept of „Takdir‟ (fate) which was alleged to be one of the causes 
leading to the destruction of the Malays‟ attitude towards competition, hard work and 
effort (Za‟ba, 1980:31-32). 
  
Za‟ba believed that the Malays were led into poverty because of their 
unquestioning adherence to the teachings of the Kaum Tua.  A whole culture practised by 
Malays based on these teachings dating back possibly to the 13th century (Geertz, 
1960:230; Alatas, 1962:236) was perceived inadequate and deficient for progress.  The 
solution was to embrace the reformists‟ understanding of Islam.  Clearly, Za‟ba‟s 
analysis of Malay poverty was unsound.  Some Malays may fit his description of poverty 
but they were isolated cases.  The existence of an ethnic group with most (if not all) 
members possessing the impoverishments claimed by Za‟ba is also highly improbable.  
 
 The „deficient Malay culture‟ ideology disseminated by Al-Imam and Za‟ba had 
greater impact among the Malays than did the Colonials‟.  As Alatas (1977) pointed out, 
the Malays neither held nor were aware of the negative images held by Colonials against 
them (1977:30).  This is not surprising as very few Malays were literate, what more 
speak and read English.  Za‟ba‟s position as a pendita who not only wrote prolifically in 
newspapers and magazines, but also delivered sermons over the radio served to „inform‟ 
the common Malay of their „deficiencies‟.  This is above reaching out to the 
intelligentsia (Alatas, 1977:9) in his position as the first Chair of Malay Studies in the 
University of Malaya (Za‟ba, 1962:1-9).  Za‟ba also claimed his right to make such 
                                                 
11
 Pelesit is a woman‟s familiar spirit in the shape of vampire cricket. 
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assertions about the Malays because he himself is Malay.  His claim is quoted here for a 
translation alone seems inadequate.  Za‟ba said,  
 
“Penulis ini sendiri seorang Melayu – seorang Melayu yang penuh totok 
darah Melayunya, bukannya Melayu Jawi Pekan atau yang berdarah 
campur, tetapi Melayu kampung, yang sejati-jati asal Melayu, bukannya 
seorang yang diperanakkan dari perut ibunya dengan sudu perak di 
dalam mulutnya.”  
                                                                    (Abdullah & Khalid, 2005:220) 
 
 By claiming his position as „one of you‟ from the villages, Za‟ba successfully 
raised his legitimacy as the authority to define Malay problems and their solutions.  The 
common Malay would thus view him as someone like them, making his allegations 
easily accepted.  However, Za‟ba was not a common villager.  He was schooled at St. 
Paul‟s Institution (Abdullah & Khalid, 2005:220), usually reserved for the Malay 
aristocracy and had the privilege of an Arabic tutor, a luxury only the very few could 
afford (Za‟ba, 1960:1-9). 
  
Za‟ba further claimed Malay indolence was due to the fertile land where food 
was easily available (Abdullah & Khalid, 2005:212).  Unlike the Chinese who had for 
centuries worked hard due to competition from a bigger population – just to feed 
themselves (ibid. pg.218).  However, he overlooked an important factor; the Malays 
were governed by Chiefs and Sultans who terrorised them to penury.  
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In Za‟ba‟s works, references to non-Malay capitalism, more specifically Chinese 
businesses were reflected as desirable.  Perangai Bergantung Kepada Diri Sendiri 
emphasised individualism, economic competition and the capitalistic concept of 
enterprise (Shaharuddin, 1988:152).  This admiration for non-Malay enterprise is a 
characteristic shared by Abdul Rahim Kajai, Harun Amin Al-Rashid and Mahathir 
Mohamad.  Conversely from Abdul Rahim Kajai, Za‟ba and Mahathir are alike in their 
disdain towards the Malays (ibid. pg.153). 
 
Depictions of Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ are also found in other novels.  In a 
love novel first written in 1930 titled Melor Kuala Lumpur (1962), Harun Amin Al-
Rashid addressed the desired characteristics in Malays.  His protagonist Sulaiman was 
industrious, making him well liked by his employer (Harun, 1962:17).  Sulaiman‟s good 
friend Hashim was also quoted saying, “….whoever is industrious and puts in effort to 
continually study and investigate, he will be the one to top the class and reap the greatest 
benefit” (my translation) (ibid. pg.35).  Opinion of poor Malay character was also 
depicted in this novel.  Ali was characterised as iri hati (jealous) who was jealous over 
Sulaiman‟s successes and ability to win the trust of their employer.  His attempt to frame 
Sulaiman was foiled by another colleague leading to his own downfall (ibid. pgs.21, 97).  
Though Harun did not explicitly state that Malays need to deal with their negative 
characteristics and acquire the ones he promoted, the fact that they are the focus in his 
(love) story discloses his views of the Malays.  
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Harun‟s sentiment towards the Malays was in stark contrast to the Colonials.  His 
admiration for Western lifestyle was revealed when he wrote, 
 
“Pada petang-nya, kelihatan-lah Sulaiman dan Hashim dudok pada sa-
buah motor-car yang bermaker FIAT, potongan badan dan raut muka 
mereka itu yang elok serta kena pula dengan pakaian chara Barat yang 
bersepadan dengan tubuh-nya senang-lah hati pada tiap-tiap orang yang 
melihatnya, maka sa-kali imbas jikalau tidak di-pandang tepat terkeliru-
lah mata mengatakan bukan-nya bumi-putera.”  
                                                               (Harun Amin Al-Rashid, 1962:37) 
 
 His high regard for Western culture which inadvertently indicated the lower 
position of Malay culture in Harun‟s eyes suggesting that Harun‟s state of mind was 
captive (Alatas, 1972).  Underprivileged social groups often perceived their own culture 
as inferior compared to the dominant group and longed to be a member of that group.  
This was discussed by Allport (1979), Lewin (1948) and Sherif & Sherif (1953) and 
serves as core concepts in this thesis.   
 
Abdul Rahim Kajai, also known as the Malay father of journalism, was the direct 
opposite of Harun towards the adoption of Western culture.  In a collection of short 
stories (1985), Abdul Rahim constantly lamented on the oppression of Malays by 
„bangsa asing‟ (alien race – Colonials, Chinese, Indians, Arabs) and stirred Malay 
Nationalistic sentiments.  Notwithstanding, Abdul Rahim dwelled on the same values 
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Harun did in his works.  In „Hilang Bangsa Tak Berwang‟ and „Telur Boleh Jadi Intan‟ 
(Abdul Rahim, 1985), he suggested that going into business with the „right‟ attitude (i.e. 
hard work, perseverance etc.) is a sure way to get rich.  Despite his Malay Nationalism 
movement, Abdul Rahim too had embraced the Malay „cultural deficit‟ ideology and 
addressed them in his writings. 
 
Even after the Colonials had left, the problem of Malay poverty was far from 
over.  To rationalise the perpetuation of this problem, Mahathir Mohamad wrote The 
Malay Dilemma (1970).  It was his attempt to explain the 1969 May 13 racial riots
12
.  
Considering Mahathir‟s position then, one would have thought that he was empathetic 
towards the Malays‟ plight.  Instead, Mahathir wrote in the same mould as Za‟ba, even to 
the point of reducing Malay deficiency to a genetic flaw which was hereditary, due to the 
practice of in-breeding among the Malays (1970:2).  Such claims can be related back to 
British Colonials‟ shift in the meaning of „race‟ to biologically defined species, and 
attaching meanings to their cultural and economic dispositions. 
 
Echoing early European writings and Za‟ba, Mahathir also attributed Malay 
indolence to the abundance of food in Malaya but added that it resulted in „even the 
weakest and the least diligent were able to live in comparative comfort, to marry and 
procreate (Mahathir, 1970:21).  He repeated Za‟ba by claiming that Malays‟ favourite 
past-time was to waste time doing fun activities which do not bring forth any benefits 
(ibid. pg.22; Za‟ba, 2000:218). 
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Mahathir (1970) and Za‟ba claimed that very few Malays were in business due to 
their ignorance of business skills like bribery and manipulation (Mahathir, 1970:30) and 
they also had no business acumen (Za‟ba, 2000:215).  Like Za‟ba, the „misinterpretation‟ 
of Islam, leading to a fatalistic attitude and a devotion to activities which were perceived 
as a better investment for the Hereafter was pinpointed to have led to Malay economic 
poverty, a view which even had the backing of a political scientist (Bedlington, 1971 in 
Li, 1989:181) and various Malay scholars (e.g. Kassim Yang Razali, 1979:33 in Lily, 
1998:60). 
 
Written at about the same time as Mahathir‟s Malay Dilemma (1970) was 
Revolusi Mental (2004) (Mental Revolution), a project by Senu Abdul Rahman, the then 
UMNO Youth leader and Federal Minister
13
 and his team, including the fifth Prime 
Minister of Malaysia, Abdullah Haji Ahmad Badawi.  Their aim was to evolve the Malay 
character and listed nine characteristics which needed changing.  They were critical 
thinking, realistic attitude, positive attitude, seriousness, destiny and effort, faith in 
oneself, giving and receiving, time and task, and discipline.  These undesirable 
characteristics of the Malays were repeats and can be found in Mahathir‟s (1970:22, 56, 
57, 58, 160, 163) and Za‟ba‟s works (2000:213). 
 
Towards the end of the twentieth century, the deficient Malay character was still 
popularly discussed.  Wan Hussin Zoohri‟s monograph entitled The Singapore Malays: 
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 Source: „Senu Abdul Rahman‟, retrieved on 15th October 2008 from  
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Senu_Abdul_Rahman> 
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The Dilemma of Development (1990) explained today‟s Malay predicament socio-
historically.  He asserted, paralleling Abdullah, that the Malay feudalistic political 
system encouraged neither trade nor education.  This he supported using excerpts from 
the The Hikayat Abdullah reflecting instances when Sultan Husain Shah dismissed 
business and education opportunities which Wan Hussin claimed was due to his 
misplaced arrogance, a neglect for education and unwillingness to change (1990:3, 4).  
Wan Hussin asserted that the Singapore Malay rulers in the 19
th
 century were not geared 
to any form of economic development and that their behaviour were represented by the 
antithesis of traits essential for economic development like „self-confidence, 
industriousness, perseverance, rationality, discipline and acquisitiveness‟.  These 
resulted in a Malay society which was „fragile and backward… (and)… would be no 
match for the more dynamic and resourceful British and industrious and persevering 
immigrants‟ (1990:5). 
 
Besides lacking an entrepreneurial and learning culture, the Malays‟ 
impoverishment was also partly blamed on Colonial education policy which provided 
only primary vernacular education to the Malays.  This, according to Wan Hussin, made 
the „Malays ignorant of the knowledge and skills associated with trade and commerce 
which were the engine of growth at that time‟ (1990:7).  The Malays, to Wan Hussin, had 
missed opportunities to equip themselves with the pre-requisites of the modernising era 
due to their socio-cultural traits and the colonial education policy.  This he claimed had 
extended till the Second World War (1990:8), thus justifying why „catching-up‟ socio-
economically with other ethnic communities had remained beyond Malay reach.  The 
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Malays were „…victims of colonial policies, inert participants of post-colonial 
developments and now, ill-equipped and depressed community in a modernizing 
Singapore (1990:45).  Solution for the Malays, according to Wan Hussin, lay in 
education (1990:9).  He pointed out, like Za‟ba (1980:43) and Mahathir (1970:73) that 
Malay parents lack the „right approach‟ and perspective towards the „true concept‟ of 
education, which is why they will continue to „totter and trip in their management of 
their children‟s education‟ (Wan Hussin, 1990:45)14.  
 
Also desiring change was the Malays‟ attitude towards work.  Wan Hussin 
mentioned that during their „incubation‟ period, the Malays had come to „the realization 
and experience of the Singaporean work ethics
15
 and social temperament‟ (emphasis is 
entirely mine) (ibid. pg.79).  He claimed that the Malay work ethic is not good 
enough/suitable for them to progress at an equal rate as other ethnic groups, thus they 
had over a period of time recognised and learned the Singaporean work ethic (which I 
suppose is the capitalist work ethic), one which is more suitable in Singapore‟s society.  
What was ideal to Wan Hussin was „A spontaneous and vigorous internal change in 
thought and feeling... in order for Malay society to take advantage of the external change 
that is now taking place in a modernizing Singapore (1990:9).  Allegations of the 
„unchanging Malay‟ were also made earlier by Betts (1975 in Li, 1989:170) who wrote 
that much of the Malay way of life was incompatible with swiftly changing Singapore 
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 Ahmad Mattar, ex-Minister for Environment, Abdullah Tarmugi, ex-Minister of Community 
Development and Yatiman Yusof had also made similar claims (ST WOE, 2 March 1991 in Lily, 
1998:187). 
15
 The existence of „Singaporean traits‟ are shared by others as well.  Teresa Lim who reviewed John 
Bastin‟s recent work Letters And Books Of Sir Stamford Raffles And Lady Raffles – The Tang Holdings 
Collection (2009) concluded that “His attributes (Raffles) also chime with modern Singaporean 
sensibilities: He was multilingual (fluent in French and Malay), hardworking, planned for the future – and 
he was a filial son.” (ST, 13th October 2009). 
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and that features intrinsic to Malays restrained rapid internalisation of change.  This 
claim was echoed by Bedlington (1975 in ibid. pg.171) who judged Malays unable to 
„break from the embrace of those traditions that retard economic development‟.  
Maintenance of authenticity of Malay character and cultural deficiencies and is thus far 
kept, suggesting Wan Hussin‟s perhaps captive mind, not so much in the Eurocentric 




Today, the evolution of the Malay culture continues to be debated.  In Bangsa 
Melayu Singapura Dalam Transformasi Budayanya (2005), Suratman Markasan, a 
renowned poet, novelist and teacher, listed the poor characteristics of Singaporean 
Malays (Sifat-sifat Buruk Melayu Singapura) as „tidak jujur dan ikhlas‟ (dishonest and 
insincere), „suka fitnah‟ (enjoy slandering), „taat setia cuma di bibir‟ (lip-service loyalty) 
(Suratman, 2005:206-207), „tidak berusaha keras‟ (not hardworking),„sombong‟ (proud) 
(ibid. pg.72), „belia malas‟ (lazy youth) - fond of wasting time doing nothing (lepak) 
(ibid. pg.127) and believing in „tahayul‟ (obscurities) and „khurafat‟(fiction) like black 
magic and spirits (ibid. pg.69).  The Malays were wasteful and needed to be aware of the 
importance of education, philanthropy and religion (ibid. pg.72).  Like Za‟ba, Suratman 
saw solution in Islam and campaigned for a heightened awareness of Islamic values, 
which he perceived were lacking in Malay youths (ibid. pg.39-41).  He drew attention to 
an Islamic intellectual, Shalah Abdul Qadir who identified three enemies of Man: 
kebodohan‟ (stupidity), „kemiskinan‟ (poverty) and „penyakit‟ (disease) (ibid. pg.124).  
To liberate the Malays from these, Suratman prescribed, echoing Za‟ba, bolstering 
                                                 
16
 Wan Hussin Zoohri was a teacher who later became President of Kesatuan Guru-Guru Melayu 
Singapura (KGMS) before being co-opted into the PAP in 1982 (Rahim,1998:96).  His monograph was 
written after he became Member of Parliament.  
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Malay/Muslims‟ knowledge of this world and the Hereafter, ridding themselves of 
obscurities, working, helping the needy, and maintaining their physical and mental 
health, respectively.   
 
Undoubtedly, portrayals of Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ continue till today at 
least among the Malay intelligentsia.  The discussions remained unchanged since its 
inception more than 200 years ago and are rationalised on grounds of pursuit for Malay 
progress.  This concern over Malay poverty and their ensuing solutions based on 
reductionist perspectives have not only sustained a colonial ideology of Malay cultural 
deficiencies but have also swelled it.  Such allegations did not continue uncontested.  
From the beginning of the twentieth century, various writers have stood up in defence of 
the Malays. 
 
Opposition to the Inherently Deficient Malay 
 As early as 1930s, movements like the Kesatuan Melayu Muda (Young Malays 
Union) fought for Malay rights and voiced opposition to British imperialism
17
.  Though 
they did not blatantly voice opposition to Colonial allegations of Malay „cultural 
deficiencies‟ (possibly because they did not identify with the supposed deficiencies), the 
Kesatuan Melayu Muda expressed discontentment with the economic and political 
marginalisation of the Malays.  The Malays were recognised as an oppressed group, 
subjugated by Chinese, Arabs, Indians and British (orang asing).  Abdul Rahim Kajai‟s 
work like „Cetera Harta, Cinta & Roh Kebangsaan‟ (Story of Wealth, Love & Soul of a 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kesatuan_Melayu_Muda 
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Race), „Buang Bangsa, Buang Harta Keranamu Tuan‟ (Throwing Race, Throwing 
Wealth for You), and „Peperangan Moden dengan Adat Pepatih‟ (War Between Modern 
and Tradition) (Abdul Rahim, 1985) reflect a recognition of the struggles poor Malays 
had to content with non-Malay economic dominance and oppression.  Their recognition 
of infrastructures as key reasons behind Malay poverty may be the earliest charge 
brought against institutions and socio-economic structures. 
 
 In 1959, Ungku Abdul Aziz repeated the claims by the Kesatuan Melayu Muda in 
his book Rencana-rencana Ekonomi dan Kemiskinan.  Ungku lamented the plight of 
Malay farmers and fishermen oppressed by shopkeepers (mostly Chinese) who 
monopolised as middlemen in primary produce trade and suppliers of farmers‟ basic 
consumption needs.  The oppressive system impoverished Malay farmers who resorted 
to renting the land they cultivated at exorbitant rates, driving them into penury.  
Acknowledging the significance of economic infrastructure as key in combating Malay 
poverty, Ungku Abdul Aziz condemned political elites for not considering the plight of 
Malay masses in their economic plans.  He rebuked claims of Malay indolence which 
was a great insult, especially to Malay farmers and fishermen who start their daily work 
even before sunrise (Ungku Abdul Aziz, 1959:12). 
  
Syed Husin Ali‟s The Malays- their Problems and Future (1981) supported 
Ungku Abdul Aziz‟s arguments, linking Malay poverty to continued British imperialism 
even after independence.  He argued that Colonial multi-national corporations have been 
kept intact by post-independence political elites and that the laissez-faire system 
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promoted by the government only ensured the perpetual exploitation of Malays.  Hence, 
majority of Malays find difficulty breaking into business (Syed Husin, 1980:88), as they 
have to compete with multi-national companies enjoying advantages of economies of 
scale. 
 
Alatas presented the role of ideology as a means of control triggered further 
research on Malay character deficiencies allegations.  In Malays in Singapore - Culture, 
Economy, and Ideology (1989), Tania Li contended that inequalities in educational 
opportunities and economic reward, which characterised Singapore since independence 
had long been camouflaged by claims of Malay cultural deficiencies (Li, 1989:178).  She 
found that individual Malays did not mention that Malays were culturally deficient as 
basis for their low education or income.  Instead, inability to concentrate in school, peer 
influence, financial constraint and the need to start working were quoted.  Also found 
was the belief in the supposed „meritocratic‟ system claimed by the PAP government.  
Despite this belief, the Malays in Li‟s study deduced that their problems and 
disadvantages were a result of discriminatory practices by the majority Chinese (ibid. 
pg.178). 
 
Lily Zubaidah Rahim‟s The Singapore Dilemma - The Political and Educational 
Marginality of the Malay Community (1998) furthered Li‟s argument and analysed the 
various educational and political infrastructures designed to keep Malays in check.  She 
found that the PAP government, similar to the Colonials, used the apparent „Malay 
culture deficiencies‟ as an ideology to explain the political, social and economic 
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dominance of other ethnic groups in Singapore.  In the area of education, Lee Kuan Yew 
(ST, 26 June 1992 in Lily,1998:56) publicly announced that Malays could never perform 
better than the Chinese in Mathematics and that if Malays pretend that they could score 
as well as the Chinese, they would have created an „enormous myth which (they) will be 
stuck in‟. 
 
Lily further elaborated on PAP‟s exclusionist policies like in the Singapore 
Armed Forces, ethnic and linguistic biases in national education programmes like the 
Special Assistance Plan schools (Lily, 1998:128) and steps PAP adopted to dilute the 
electoral clout of the Malay community (ibid. pg.75), leaving the community like a 
toothless tiger and trapped in the vicious cycle of relative impoverishment.  The only 
voice representative of Malays in Singapore are those found within the political party 
who themselves are „captive‟ (Dench, 1986:10,138 in Lily, 1998:83), who are reduced to 
being party „cheer-leaders‟.  They fail to genuinely articulate and represent the 
aspirations of their minority constituents. 
 
Cultural Deficit Versus Impeding Social/Economic Structures  
 Debates on Malay poverty can be largely placed under two umbrellas.  One is 
allegations of Malay „cultural deficiencies‟; the other on impeding social, political and 
economic infrastructures positioned by the dominant force.  
  
A clear pattern emerges by looking at the background of personalities behind 
such debates.  In the habitus concept, Pierre Bourdieu discussed how one‟s thoughts, 
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values, beliefs and actions are very much guided by interaction with the social 
environment (Macleod, 1995:137).  The habitus is useful to help us explain how the 
captive mind develops in an individual.  Allegations of Malay cultural deficiencies by 
writers such as Za‟ba could be traced to his education where he had been constantly 
exposed to the Malay „cultural deficiency‟ ideology, thus influencing his perspective on 
them.  A veneration of Western culture, as exemplified by Harun was also unsurprising.  
This is in view of the political and economic dominance of the Colonials who 
continually promoted their sense of superiority.  
  
The same cannot be said for personalities who are/were members of the dominant 
political parties like Mahathir Mohamad, Senu Abdul Rahman et al and Wan Hussin 
Zoohri.  To them, Malay poverty is due to „Malay cultural deficiencies‟ for any 
allowance granted to views on inhibiting social and economic infrastructures would 
backfire.  The reverse can be said for opposing political personalities like Syed Husin Ali 
(Mutharasan, 2008: 92-93) and Syed Hussein Alatas during his 10-year political stint 
(Khor & Khoo, 2008: 44).   
 
 Studies on the middle class also shed some light on positions personalities take 
on Malay „cultural deficiencies‟.  Mak (1997), Leong (1999) and Kessler‟s (2002) 
examination of the contemporary middle class in Southeast Asia found that these are 
members of a class which developed rapidly after independence, thanks to the various 
programmes initiated by governments, e.g. the New Economic Policy (NEP) in Malaysia 
(Abdul Rahman Embong, 2002:184) and the Nation Building Programmes based on 
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industry, manufacturing and technology in Singapore (Mak, 1997:1-2).  Mak observed 
that the middle class is a group who may very well support and are grateful to the 
government and ruling party (Mak, 1997:32) for they feel that their success was not 
entirely their own.  Conversely, there may be members of the middle class who are 
critical of the government but, for fear of political retribution (Leong in Chua and Tan, 
1999:148), are reluctant to „stick their heads up as a proper and prudent concern for 
their own and family‟s well-being might recommend (Kessler, 2002:205).  This is besides 
hopes of more sponsorships, initiative and largesse (ibid. pg.207) from the government.  
Notably, members of the intelligentsia, including those in politics being part of the 
middle class, are reluctant to critically assess inequalities in social and economic 
structures.  Above this could be the belief in their merits (and superiority) provided by 
perceiving and criticising the cultural strains that „impede‟ Malay „progress‟ 
(Abercrombie and Turner 1978 in Li, 1989:181). 
  
Academics like Syed Hussein Alatas, Tania Li, Lily Zubaidah Rahim and Ungku 
Abdul Aziz discussed the lag in Malay progress as a problem very much linked to 
prevailing economic and social infrastructures.  There is a need to re-examine these 
prevailing institutions to help impoverished members of the community.  However 
another group of intelligentsia opposed their arguments claiming Malay „cultural 
deficiencies‟ as the raison d‟être for Malays‟ relative impoverishment.  Today, 
allegations of the latter have remained dominant for it proves advantageous for those in 
power, who for pragmatic political reasons will continue to espouse this ideology as did 
their Colonial predecessors.  
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Studies on In-Group Stereotype 
 Stereotypes are usually in the area of research of Social Psychologists (Reyes, 
2006: ix).  We will be attempting to look at stereotype from the lens of ethnography, as 
done by Reyes (2006) who studied the identities subscribed by Southeast Asian 
Americans through their language use.  Focus will be on studies which delved into 
exaggerated beliefs about one‟s own community.  As we shall see later, these 
exaggerated beliefs are more often than not negative.  
 
 Early works on stereotype proved most relevant to this thesis.  In Lewin‟s 
discussion of „Self-Hatred Among Jews‟ in Resolving Social Conflicts (1948), 
expressions of loathe by French Jews towards Jews from other parts of Europe 
(e.g.Germany), blaming the other as the cause of their troubles (1948:186) were 
examined.  To Lewin such an occurrence was due to impediments that presented itself to 
the individual for his/her association with a group, which in this case, being a Jew.  This 
kept the individual from reaching his/her goal.  The higher the ambition of the 
individual, the more negative will his/her perception be of his/her in-group (1948:191).  
Consequently, the individual will try to set himself apart from his community (Ashburn-
Nardo, 2003:13, 16).  Self-hate is a phenomenon which can occur among members of a 
community suffering from lower status or are underprivileged (Lewin, 1948: 192).  
Lewin also discussed other symptoms of individuals with such an affliction.  They are 
extremely sensitive regarding the behaviour of their own in-group (ibid. pg.190), have a 
preference to leave their in-group (ibid. pg.192), express aggression against own group 
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and try to distance themselves from or ranking things, attitudes, habits which are 
considered particularly Jewish low (ibid. pg.193).  These symptoms, according to Lewin, 
are significant as they are as relevant today as they were 61 years ago, particularly in this 
study.  This will be shown in our analysis of data gathered in the field. 
 
 In Groups in Harmony and Tension (1953), Sherif & Sherif discussed the term 
reference groups.  They defined these groups as those groups to which the individual 
relates himself as part or to which he aspires to relate himself psychologically 
(1953:161).  In the case of the Negroes as discussed by Lewin, those with lighter skin are 
regarded as superior to the darker skin Negroes (Lewin, 1948:189).  The Negroes in this 
context had most probably used the Whites (Caucasians) as their reference group which 
explains their high regard for lighter skin.  An aspiration to relate oneself at the level of 
physical look is applicable here.  
 
Newcomb (1950) attempted to refine reference groups in his Social Psychology 
(in Sherif & Sherif, 1953: 163).  He divided the group into two possible categories: 
positive reference groups - identified as one in which a person is motivated to be 
accepted and treated as a member (overtly or symbolically) - and negative reference 
groups (which) is one… the person is motivated to oppose or which he does not want to 
be treated as a member (Newcomb in ibid. pg.163).  Using the Negroes case, Caucasians 
were identified as positive reference groups while Negroes become the negative 
reference groups.  Another important contribution by Sherif & Sherif is that in an 
individual‟s reference group lie the major anchorages of his/her experience of self-
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identity.  He/she thus relates to the values or norms of the groups of his/her reference 
group (ibid. pg.162).  These concepts will be employed throughout this thesis. 
 
 More recent social psychological studies on in-group stereotype have also looked 
at its effects on group members.  Many have found the perception of a social group very 
much dependent on the position of the community vis-à-vis other immediate 
communities.  It was found that high status group members are often in favour of their 
own group but low status group members tend to favour high status groups (Guimond, 
Dif & Aupy,2002:1; Ashburn-Nardo, 2003:abstract).  This is supported by Jones (2002) 
and Jost & Banaji (1994) who discovered that low status group members are more likely 
to display a negative attitude towards their own kind (in Guimond, Dif and 
Aupy,2002:2).  
 
 Stereotyping of sub-groups in a community has been another area of interest.  
Marques, Yzerbyt & Leyens (1988) analysis of the Black Sheep effect revealed that 
judgments towards in-group members are often exacerbated either in the positive or 
negative sense than to similar out-group members.  Similar to Lewin, he revealed that the 
worsening of negative attitudes takes effect only towards threatening in-group members 
whose actions are thought to lead to common group-outcome.  This is due to one‟s 




 Ethnic self-stereotyping has been documented by various researchers.  Henry and 
Bankston III (2001) noted how contemporary Cajuns‟ self-image is actually rooted in 
stereotyped descriptions given by outsiders, which were often pejorative.  In twentieth-
century films, Cajuns were very often depicted as a people who are ‟consistently 
described as drinking, dancing and brawling gamblers‟ (Ancelet, 1990:1 in Henry & 
Bankston III, 2001:1024).  A parallel can be drawn when we discuss how negative 
stereotypes of Malays by the government become accepted by Malay elites who in turn 
trickle these to common Malays via various mass communication channels (Chapter 4). 
 
Adverse effects on the self-esteem of such communities have also been amply 
documented.  The Hispanics living in the United States and Chileans view lighter 
skinned members of their communities as higher in status than those with dark 
complexion.  Those with lighter skin were often associated with high socio-economic 
status (Uhlmann, Nilanjana & Elgueta, 2002:200) and deemed superior over the darker 
ones.  Similarly in Jamaica lighter skin tones are seen as a privilege leading to skin 
lightening attempts  hoping that one will be perceived as belonging to a higher social 
class (Charles, 2003).  By attempting to attain membership into a supposedly superior 
class, one‟s belief in the correctness of skin colour distinctions and stereotypes about 
their inferiority is demonstrated (Charles, 2003:13; Ashburn-Nardo, 2003:9).  Perhaps 
now, it is prudent to distinguish between low esteem of the in-group and low ego self-
esteem.  Having a low esteem of the in-group does not necessarily mean a lowering of 
the ego esteem.  It is possible that in-group members displaying self-hatred are those 
with high ego-esteem.  Ashburn-Nardo (2003) and Charles (2003) emphasised that it is 
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the identification of self to the underprivileged group that leads to self-hatred and 
simultaneously identifying with what is perceived as a positive reference group.  Such 
self-hate was unfortunately often articulated during my interviews which we will see in 










An ethnographic study requires a depiction of the context, research methods, 
experiences and problems faced on the field.  Specific to this thesis are additional aspects 
of defining „Malays‟ and selection of indicators for social class.  These indicators, as 
discussed below, were eventually modified in the process of data analysis.  Information 
was also gathered from close reading of the Malay flagship newspaper Berita Harian to 
help better understand the infiltration of the Malay „cultural deficit‟ thesis to the masses.   
 
The Field 
 Perceptions of the common Malay as the crux of this research demanded that data 
collection was qualitative and in-depth.  This was crucial to provide meaningful 
information on the experiences of individuals.  Forty Malays divided equally based on 
gender and representing age groups between 21 - 30 years, 31 - 45 years and 45 years 
and above were interviewed.  Age group divisions was based mainly on career „start 
ups‟, „accomplishments‟ and „stability‟ years respectively, commonly characterising jobs 
in Singapore
18
.  This was done in the hope that work experiences and relations 
interviewees would reveal reasons behind perceptions they held of Malays and non-
Malays.  The age group divisions would also be helpful to ascertain their assessment of 
personal achievements.  Additionally, interviewees from the first two age groups were 
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 „Life Career Rainbow‟ (Super, 1990 in Osipow & Fitzgerald, 1996:116). 
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representative of Malays born in post-independence Singapore, while the third group 
could provide valuable insights from experiences in the last few Colonial years. 
 
 To ensure that data collected for this research was representative of the 
multiplicity of Malay social groups, criterion like gender, job type and/or highest formal 
education achieved were added.  While this evaded the problem of over-representation of 
one social group, it also made looking for interviewees more challenging.  Potential 
interviewees from the working class for example, were less forthcoming.  They often 
perceived themselves inferior, hence their inability to provide useful information and not 
having spare time for such an interview.  I resolve this by approaching potential 
interviewees in shopping centres, explaining the aim of my study.  I found four 
interviewees this way.  
 
One setback from interviews conducted in public places was interviewee restraint 
when discussing issues on racism and discrimination due to its „sensitive‟ nature, to 
quote an interviewee.  
 
Before the interview, interviewees were briefed in detail about the research and 
presented with an Information Sheet (appendix 1) for their reference.  Interviews only 
started after each interviewee‟s consent was attained (appendix 2) and all their doubts 
clarified.  Information about interviewee‟s social background was recorded (appendix 3) 
in order to ascertain the relationship between social position and perception of Malays 
(chapter 2). 
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Each interview was conducted only once about 1 to 2 hours.  Each interview 
started with an account of interviewee‟s life history followed by semi-structured 
questions (appendix 4), adapted to each interviewee‟s life history.  A conscious effort 
was made to not steer interviewees to criticise the Malay community.  All the interviews 
were recorded and transcribed.   
 
Being female had its benefits for women interviewees were accommodating with 
their views knowing they were speaking to „their own kind‟.  Being Malay and pursuing 
a Masters degree also softened negative views which some interviewees had.  Comments 
like „Ya, Malays are not ambitious… (then looking at me) except for the very few‟ or 
„Malays are becoming less easily contented, look at yourself for example‟ were passed.  I 
was assumed to know some of the „problems‟ the Malay community had and that I was 
familiar with Malay values or culture.  Being a Malay interviewer discussing Malays to 
Malay interviewees also led to peppering of conversations with phrases like „Sorry to 
say…eh‟, „This is like spitting into the sky, my comments will fall back on me‟ and „We 
are hitting water on the tray, it will splatter on our faces‟, revealing an awareness that 
they are criticising their own ethnic group.  
 
Defining ‘Malay’  
“Apakah kamu Melayu?  Are you Malay?” Apparently it sounds 
awkward: the men are clearly puzzled and it takes some time before one 




The conversation above was between a young Dutch Indies government official 
and some residences living on the south bank of a river mouth in East Coast of Sumatra.  
From the short exchange, the young official concluded that the local population there 
was indeed Malays (ibid. pg.1) – despite their puzzled reaction towards his query on 
their „Malay‟ identity, demonstrating that „Malay‟ was alien to them.  Clearly, the 
depiction of who is Malay depends to a large extent on definitions held by the significant 
few.  The Malays did not, for a long time, refer to themselves as „Malays‟ as an ethnic 
identity until the arrival of the Colonials.  This is evidenced from the lack of the term 
„Malay‟ in Malay chronicles and court writings (Tham, 92/93:1).  „Malay‟ as an identity 
of peoples in the East Coast of Sumatra was widely used by Dutch officials in Batavia 
and Palembang and later by British Colonials, but not by „Malays‟ themselves.  Largely 
unchallenged, the Malay identity notion depicted by Colonial like William Marsden 
gained popularity and was widely used in maps by administrators and merchants alike 
(Maier, 2009:2).  It would be reasonable to speculate that the Malays before Colonisation 
could have identified themselves with reference to their locality (e.g. Bentan, siak etc.) 
and/or loyalty to a royal patron (e.g. Riau-Lingga court) as the Malay states were defined 
territorially by a centre (court), unlike today‟s modern states‟ territorial demarcation 
method.  The Malays would have vowed allegiance to a royal court (Mariam, 1985:168) 
and would have used adat
19
 as marker of identity (e.g. using the adat of the Riau-Lingga 
Court as a model) (ibid. pg.174).  The more accurately one practises the adat to the 
model practised at the court, the closer he/she was to that sub-ethnic identity.  
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of Melaka‟ – language, dress, manners, entertainments etc.  
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Recent debates about Malay identity or being Malay reveal the significance of 
groups‟ interests in delineating Malay identity.  The rise of Pan-Malay identity (Panji 
Melayu Raya
20
) as protest to British Colonisation inadvertently caused overshadowing of 
the different Malay sub-ethnic identities.  Massive immigration of Chinese and Indian 
labourers in colonial mines and plantations (Lily, 1998) and more importantly as 
businessmen perceived to have „stolen‟ Malays‟ wealth furthered the superseding of 
„Malay‟ as an ethnic identity vis-à-vis Malay sub-ethnic identity as Malays coalesce 
against the bangsa asing (foreigners).  Malaysia, now the locus of the study on 
Malayness, with the kingdom of Melaka representing the „core values‟ of the Melayu 
(Andaya, 2004:74-75 in Putten, 2009: 1 and Maznah, 2009:4-5), relegated the „pure and 
original‟ Malays in Riau (Putten, 2009:3).  Ketuanan Melayu (Malay supremacy), a 
development from viewpoints adopted by all of Malaysia‟s Prime Ministers to date 
(Shamsul, 1997:487) is often invoked by UMNO‟s political leaders as means to garner 
Malay votes consequently also side-lining Malay sub-ethnic identities.  The sequence of 
events which transpired from the Malayan Union resulted in the ascendancy of the 
bangsa above the Sultans (Ariffin, 1993:198) and subsequently the utilisation of 
terminologies like watan (birthplace) and bumiputra to refer to Malays, shifted the 
Malays‟ loyalty to their tanah air (homeland) rather than to the Sultan, and thus their 
sense of identity. 
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In the Malaysian Federal constitution, a Malay is a person who professes Islam, 
habitually speaks the Malay language, conforms to Malay adat and is a Malaysian 
citizen (Mohd Aris, 1983:8).  This differs from Singapore‟s government definition of 
Malays which excludes Islam as an indicator for Malay identity (Aljunied, 2009:10; 
Benjamin, 1976:127).  This demonstrates the decisive role played by the state in identity 
formation.  Clammer (1985) addressed how the Singapore government successfully 
created a blanket category for the different ethnic groups by assuming that the Malays 
are fairly homogeneous when, in actual fact, there are at least forty culturally distinct 
groups (pp.119)!  To illustrate the state‟s definitive role in this identity definition, Malay 
identity was broadened when the Grassroots Committee (GRC) was introduced in 
Parliament in 1987 by proposing that a Malay be legally defined as „someone who is 
Malay, Javanese, Boyanese, Bugis, Arab or any other person who is generally accepted 
as a member of the Malay community by that community‟ (GRC, 1988: 6 in Aljunied, 
2009:10).  In reminisce of the process Dutch Indies identified Malays, the bill was 
unchallenged, and passed.  Similar steps were also taken by UMNO in the post-
independence era when they included the Orang Asli to add weight to the slim Malay 
majority vis-à-vis the Chinese and Indians.  After having secured privileges for Malays 
in the Constitution, a finer distinction was later made distinguishing the Orang Asli as 
the aboriginal people and the Malays the rightful indigenous people (Rusaslina, 
2009:13).  Clearly, people are racially categorised according to the interests of the 
dominant which unequivocally illustrates the impermanence of one‟s identity. 
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On the ground, similar dynamics take place.  Nagata (1974) discussed the 
oscillation of identities among the Jawi Peranakan and Arabs in different situations.  
This was done to avoid tensions due to inconsistencies of role expectations in any given 
circumstance (Nagata, 1974:343).  Suspicions that Arab leaders in the Malay Chamber of 
Commerce were conniving for example, led members of the kampong to accuse them of 
being proud and self-interested.  However, when another issue arose involving the 
Chinese, the Arabs were suddenly banded together with the Malays (ibid. pg.340).  This 
oscillation of identities was understood in a different light by Mohd Aris (1983).  After 
having defined the regional identity of the Malays (e.g. Kelantanese Malay, Kedah 
Malay) and Malay as devoid of any region [which included the Minangkabau, Javanese, 
Buginese, Malaysian Arabs and DKK
21
 etc. (Mohd Aris, 1983:8)], he argued that it was 
not the oscillation of identities but the Minangkabau, Javanese, Buginese, Malaysian 
Arabs and DKK were categories subsumed under Malay as its umbrella category (ibid. 
pg.56).  One can be a Minangkabau and Malay, an Arab and Malay etc, depending on 
the situation.  He, however, qualified that for Arabs, identification as Malay were only 
for those who have adopted the Malay culture or was Arab only in name („Arab celup‟) 
(ibid. pg.12).  Subsuming the „other‟ identities under Malay introduces a hyphenated 
identity.  One can be an Acehnese-Malay, Batak-Malay, Javanese-Malay etc. but not the 
reverse for that would indicate an identity switch (ibid. pg.11).  Kahn also found among 
some „Indons‟ in Bangi, Malaysia who, although formally classified as Malay and 
bumiputera and born and bred in Malaysia, labelled the Malays as arrogant, narrow-
minded and lacked good manners, unlike them (Kahn, 2006:xx), who are descendants of 
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 50 
immigrants from Sumatera.  Hence, a distinction is made between Peninsular Malay-
Malays and sub-ethnic Malay-Malays.  
 
The Malays recognised that they are the indigenous people of the Malay 
Archipelago (Lily, 1998:14; Ali, 1981:2) whose membership consists of variation in sub-
ethnic identity.  Many Malays affiliate themselves in the Nusantara for reasons like the 
sharing of a common language and religion (i.e. Islam, previously Hinduism) and the 
frequent intra-migration within the Nusantara dating to periods of Malay dynasties (ibid. 
pg.14), resulting in many Malays drawing their ancestral lineage to other areas in the 
Nusantara rather than their present country of residence.  The Malays still stress their 
unique ethnic sub-groups, preserving their distinctiveness of culture and practice (Tham, 
92/93:1) and conceiving other Malays in the Nusantara as inhabitants from a different 
clan, sometimes referred to as suku sakat (ibid. pg.281).  In Singapore, this can be 
observed by the participation of Malays in their sub-ethnic clubs like the Persatuan 




The dynamics behind Malay identity discussed above is not exhaustive and it 
portrays the tussles involved in delineating identity.  Perhaps Maznah‟s soft and hard 
boundaries (2009) which she used to depict the progression of Malay-race-making could 
be used to explain differing perceptions of being Malay at both state and ground level.  
While the political definition of who is a Malay makes the identity immutable for now, 
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on the ground, Malays are free to choose indicators of „Malayness‟ from the Ethnie 
„collection‟ as tools for Malay identity (Maznah, 2009:22).   
 
I am conscious of the mutable nature of identities which made me more 
discerning of potential interviewees who distance themselves from being Malay 
especially when discussing „Malay problems‟.  Consequently, deliberate affirmation of 
interviewee‟s perceived self-identity at the beginning of each interview was obtained 
using the „soft‟ definition of Malays.  It was left to the interviewees to identify 
themselves as Malays based on their own ethnie of indicators for Malay identity.  As 
potential interviewees were gathered through snowballing method, interviewees were 
also perceived by others around them as Malay.  This is very similar to the definition 
Singapore Parliament finally passed on 5 May 1988 for a Member of Parliament (MP) 
mentioned earlier (RSCPE 1988, 5 in Aljunied, 2009:10).   
 
Class Classification 
 The selection of class indicators was a delicate issue.  Based on works by Mak 
(1993, 1997), Tan (2004), Lee (1991) and Chua & Tan (1999), one sure indicator of 
social stratification in Singapore was income.  This agreed with Weber‟s first category of 
class – wealth (Lee, 1991:24).  Lee said (1991), the economic position of an individual 
can be grouped under: education and occupational status.  These are considered as 
relevant determiners for they are the out-comers in the stratification process, which 
means „the amount of education an individual obtains is affected to some extent by his or 
her social background‟ (1991:30).  Education is also considered as a predictor of the 
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type of occupation one can attain which influences one‟s income.  Individuals with 
higher levels of education are likely to work in professional, technical and managerial 
positions, while those with little or no schooling are concentrated in unskilled labour.  
Education is positively associated with income.  Selection of interviewees for working 
and middle classes used the following criterion - income, highest formal educational 
qualification, interviewee‟s parents‟ background and occupation.   
 
Income 
Based on the General Household Survey 2005, the median salary in Singapore 
was $2,230.  Using this guide for income, interviewees earning more were grouped as 
middle class, while those earning less were grouped as working class.  Income ceiling for 
potential interviewees was capped at $10,000 as they were categorised as „rich‟ by the 
same survey (Chua & Tan, 1999:141,150).  
 
Education 
 Prospective interviewees with a diploma from institutions of higher learning i.e. 
polytechnics and universities were grouped as middle class.  Graduates from such 




 Considering that socialisation plays a crucial role in determining the values and 
beliefs of individuals (Macleod, 1995:137), the economic background of the family 
 53 
interviewees grew up in was also recorded.  This allows insight on interviewees‟ social 
mobility, decline or invariable social position to their parents‟.  Interviewees‟ parents‟ 
social class was determined by the occupation of the head of the household. 
   
Occupation 
 Due to the close inter-relationship between education and occupation, sourcing 
for interviewees was based on these two factors.  It was found that PMETs have at least 
tertiary educational qualification and those in unskilled labour holding credentials not 
higher than the „N‟ level. 
 
 Based on the above criterion, a total of 24 middle class and 16 working class 
participants were interviewed.  Female interviewees made up approximately 66% of 
middle class interviewees and 63% of working class interviewees. 
 
Findings 
Before discussing the findings of field research, a rundown of Malay „cultural 
deficiencies‟ claimed by writers in chapter 2 would provide a useful backdrop of possible 
Malay deficiency allegations by participants of this study.  Twenty „deficiencies‟ were 
identified: (1) lazy, (2) lack ambition, (3) lack intelligence, (4) jealousy, (5) belief in 
obscurities, (6) time-wasting (lepak), (7) lack business skills, (8) fatalistic, (9) irrational, 
(10) ill-disciplined, (11) unpersevering, (12) proud, (13) wasteful, (14) did not prioritise 
education, (15) not far-sighted, (16) untrustworthy, (17) bad work attitude, (18) dishonest 
and insincere (19) enjoy slandering and (20) close-minded.  A closer analysis found that 
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a few of these deficiencies were highly intertwined, thus it would be more appropriate to 
coalesce them into ten major „deficiencies‟ only: (1) Lazy, (2) Lack ambition, (3) Lack 
Intelligence, (4) Jealousy, (5) Believe in Obscurities, (6) Time-Wasting (lepak), (7) Lack 
Business Skills, (8) Dishonest and Insincere, (9) Proud and (10) Close Minded.  The 
„deficiencies‟ may refer to different factors (e.g. „wasteful‟ may refer to poor 
management of finances or time) but as the key character remained the same, it was only 
logical to group them as one.  Careful scrutiny through probes on reasons interviewees 
cite for an alleged „deficiency‟ was also undertaken to avoid „overlaps‟ of „deficiency‟ 
categorisation. 
 
Initial plans to analyse data based on the two criteria of middle and working class 







Table 3.1: Malay „Cultural Deficiencies‟ (Dual Class Classification) 
*     Interviewees in the same social class as their parents. 
**   Interviewees from working class families and advanced into middle class. 




Goldthorpe‟s class scheme (Table 3.2) (Edgell, 1993:28) was opted as guidelines 
as it offered a variety of non-capitalist classes, considering the expanding service sector 
in Singapore‟s economy (MAS, 1998:29) and also on account of the evident relationship 





Class Middle Class (%) Working Class (%) 
Interviewees’  








Fell to  
Lower Social 
Class*** 
Cultural Deficiencies % of Interviewees Agreeing to Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ 
Lazy 83 58 36 60 
Lack Ambition 92 67 45 80 
Lack Intelligence 17 8 9 0 
Waste-Time 75 58 64 60 
Close Minded 66 58 18 40 
Lack Business Skills 58 17 45 80 
Jealousy 8 17 27 40 
Proud 83 58 36 0 
Dishonest and Insincere 33 33 27 60 
Obscurities 0 8 0 0 
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I Higher-grade professionals, self-employed or salaried; higher-grade administrators 
and officials; managers in large industrial establishments; and large proprietors 
 
II Lower-grade professionals and higher grade technicians; lower-grade administrators 
and officials; managers in small businesses and industrial establishments and in 





III Routine non-manual employees in administration and commerce; sales personnel; 
and other rank-and-file employees in services 
 
IV Small proprietors; self-employed artisans; and other own account workers apart 
from professionals 
 
V Lower grade technicians; supervisors of manual workers  
 
Working 
VI Skilled manual workers in all branches of industry 
VII Semi and unskilled manual workers; and agricultural workers 
 (Goldthorpe, 1987:305 in Edgell, 1993:28) 
 
An exemption to the scheme had to be made as Goldthorpe had included property 
ownership as an indicator of class (Edgell, 1993:29).  This is inapplicable in Singapore‟s 
context as the government is committed to 100 per cent home-ownership, providing even 
a cash grant of $30,000 towards the purchase of minimum public-housing flat for any 
family of four whose income is less than $1,200 (Chua & Tan, 1999:140).  Property 
ownership was thus eschewed.  This was thought reasonable considering that 
interviewees‟ income and highest educational attainment were also taken into account.  
 
Based on Goldthorpe‟s class scheme, the proportion of interviewees representing 
each class was less than equal, coagulating mostly in „intermediate class‟ with 
approximately 57%, the service class by about 22% and the working class by 20% of 
total interviewees (23, 9 and 8 interviewees respectively).  Table 3.3 shows the results 
after the same data was tabulated using Goldthorpe‟s class scheme. 
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Table 3.3: Malay „Cultural Deficiencies‟ (Goldthorpe‟s Class Classification) 
Class Service Class (%) Intermediate Class 
(%) 























% of Interviewees Agreeing to Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ 
Lazy 60 75 90 54 0 50 
Lack Ambition 80 75 100 69 33 50 
Lack Intelligence 20 25 10 8 0 0 
Waste-Time 60 75 80 69 0 50 
Close Minded 40 50 80 54 0 0 
Lack Business Skills 40 0 80 38 67 50 
Jealousy 0 0 20 23 33 50 
Dishonest and 
Insincere 
20 0 50 54 0 50 
Proud 0 25 10 8 67 0 
Obscurities 0 0 0 8 0 0 
      *     Interviewees from service/intermediate/working class families in the  
             same social class. 
     **    Interviewees from working/intermediate class families and advanced into  
             service/intermediate class. 
     ***  Interviewees from service/intermediate class families but descended into working  




 Clearly, Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ are acknowledged across the three social 
groups but with varying trends on type of deficiencies.  A striking pattern seen in table 
3.3 is the non-recognition of Malay „cultural deficits‟ relating to work ethics among 
working class interviewees who grew up in working class environment (bold red).  This 
is in stark contrast to interviewees who had remained in the intermediate class 
throughout their lives (bold green) and interviewees who had experienced social mobility 
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to the service class (bold pink).  Imperative also is that with the exception of „lack 
business skills‟, all service and intermediate class interviewees identify Malays with 
cultural and even intellectual deficiencies (low IQ) (highlighted yellow).  However, the 
working-class (highlighted turquoise) do not recognise Malay „intellectual deficiencies‟.  
Evidently, the field research found that the only Malay social group who held minimal 
perceptions of Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ was working class Malays who had 
consistently remained in that social group.  Working class Malays who experienced a 
decline in their social status from either the intermediate or service class still held more 
negative perceptions of Malays than the former.  The only exception was the „lack of 
business skills‟ which was highly recognised by the working class.  This could be 





 Unsurprisingly, allegations of arrogance were more commonly voiced by the 
working class towards members of intermediate and service classes for they were doing 
economically better.  Intermediate class Malays who experienced social mobility was the 
only group who identified with all the Malay „character/moral deficiencies‟ (bold dark 
blue), while the service class interviewees held the least to Malay „character/moral‟ 
deficiencies. 
 
 The field data shows that variations in perceptions of Malay „cultural 
deficiencies‟ is segregated along social class.  In terms of work ethics, it is those who 
                                                 
23
 Li (1998) found widespread conviction among Singapore Chinese that Malays were lazy and 
uninterested in material gain (Leong, 1978 in Li, 1998).  Malay non-participation in entrepreneurship is 
taken as proof of this assessment although three in four Chinese men were employees (pp.153).  
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had remained in the intermediate class all their lives and those who had climbed the 
ranks to join the highest social class (service class) who were convinced of Malay 
„cultural deficiencies‟.  Malay „character/moral deficiencies are held most commonly by 
intermediate class Malays.  The basis for differences in perceptions of Malays along 



















The core of this chapter revolves around concepts of self-hate and class.  This 
will be achieved by discussing possible grounds for the infiltration pattern of Malay 
„cultural deficiencies‟ ideology in the community, supported by „symptoms‟ 
interviewees demonstrated reflecting their adherence to the ideology and propensity to 
self-hate.  Other Malay characteristics/issues frequently voiced by interviewees, and 
often discussed in Berita Harian indicating the role of the flagship newspaper in the 
perpetuation and dissemination of Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ will be examined here.  
 
Stereotype and Self-Deprecation 
“I have nothing against the Malays but what I cannot stand is their 
obsession with wedding dedications, soccer, joget-joget ....”                                                                      
                                                                                             (Mr Dolah)     
     
 The above was quoted from a discussion I had with a good friend who was trying 
to convince me of the futility of this research.  My friend is Malay who experienced 
social mobility from working class to service class.  It demonstrates Lewin‟s discussion 
of the self-hate phenomenon (chapter 2) which in this case is reflected in the low ranking 
of activities commonly participated by Malays.  Our debate ended without any 
conversion of opinions towards Malays on both sides.  It suggested the stoutness of 
Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ beliefs among Malays themselves.  
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Allport (1979) elaborated in detail the effects of repeated prejudices on the 
victims‟ character.  He likened it to a dwarf in a world of menacing giants who, unable to 
fight on equal terms, is forced to listen to their derision and submit to their abuse 
(pp.142).  Succumbing to such oppression, the dwarf may exhibit varying ego defensive 
characteristics.  Allport (1979) suggested withdrawal from the giants, banding with other 
dwarfs
24
, attempts to attack the giants when it is safe, or out of despair grow to share the 
giants‟ prejudice against him.  When this happens, the dwarf‟s natural self-love may turn 
into cringing and self-hate (pp.143).  Mr Dolah‟s stereotype of Malays parallels the 
dwarfs Allport described who, out of bleakness, develop a deep-seated hatred for 
members of their own community.  Frequent attacks
25
 on deficient Malay character 
which has its roots from British Colonials left this feeling of hopelessness among the 
Malays.  Its entrenchment varies according to social class.  
 
Infiltration of Ideology 
 My field research revealed that the belief in Malay „deficient work culture‟ was 
found to be especially predominant among Malays who had been in the intermediate 
class all their lives and those who experienced social mobility into the service class as 
opposed to Malays who had remained in the working class throughout their lives.  Malay 
„moral culture deficits‟ were again found to be more commonly believed among Malays 
                                                 
24
 Mastura Manap‟s (2007) work on Malay bikers revealed that internalisation of „deficient Malay culture‟ 
ideology (i.e. in work and education) led to perceptions of Malay „superiority‟ in riding and courage to the 
ethnic Chinese.  Such ego defence mechanism was not reflected by my interviewees and suggests an area 
of study to be pursued further. 
25
 Refer to Suriani Suratman (2004/05). 
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in the intermediate class, especially those who enjoyed promotion of social status from 
the working class.  
 
The belief in both Malay work and moral „culture deficits‟ were found to be most 
evident among Malays who obtained social mobility, a phenomenon which could 
perhaps be described as „success-centrism‟.  This is in comparison to the „other‟ 
„inferior‟ Malays.  The socially mobile and elite segments of a marginal community have 
been found to be more susceptible to internalising the dominant ideology which 
attributes their successes to their personal efforts and abilities (Musgrove, 1977 and 
Kluegel & Smith, 1986: 24 in Lily, 1998:52).  The Malay elites are of no exception.  Li 
(1989) found that the internalisation of Malay „cultural weaknesses “…reassures the 
Malay elite that they have earned their merit by perceiving and criticizing the cultural 
traits that restrain the progress of the Malay masses‟ (pg.181).  Those who managed to 
escape their disadvantaged social status are also found to be unsympathetic towards 
others unable to realise the same successes (Dworkin and Dworkin, 1976: 39-41 in Lily, 
ibid).  An article in the Straits Times (ST) Forum section aptly demonstrates this.  In 
reacting to an article (ST, July 4
th
 2009) written by Abdul Shariff Aboo Kassim, a non-
Malay who had opposed allegations of Malay „mindset problems‟ (ST, July 1st 2009), 
Muhammad Aidil Zulkifli wrote; 
 
“I, too, come from a humble background and, despite the sobering 
statistics among Malays, I worked hard to earn a place in the National 
University of Singapore‟s law school without extra assistance.  To argue 
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otherwise does injustice to Malays who have toiled to achieve their 
dreams and did not give up in the face of adversity.  The plain but harsh 
truth is that the Malay community requires a change in mindset to 
succeed and progress with other communities.” 
 
Class & Self-Deprecation 
“The first impression is „Malas‟, very dependent on others, drug addicts, 
low class, uncivilised, VERY laid back… always waiting for opportunities 
to come by their way instead of looking for the opportunities.” 
                                                                  (Kartini, mid-30s, Service Class) 
 
In Resolving Social Conflicts (1948), Lewin established that Jewish self-hatred 
was a phenomenon similar to many underprivileged groups, especially among American 
Negroes.  Individuals who associated with underprivileged groups felt that their future 
goals impeded and tried to set themselves apart from them.  Lewin used the example of a 
Jewish girl at a fashionable Midwestern university who told her friends that her parents 
were American-born who in fact was a first-generation immigrant from the East.  Lewin 
assessed this to be due to her fear of restrictions to certain more fashionable circles in 
campus (1948:189).  Identification with an underprivileged group was perceived as 
hindrance towards social mobility.  The Malay identity does not seem to be an issue with 
my interviewees who identified themselves as „whole‟ Malays before the interview and 
did not suggest any ancestor ethnic admixture, except one.  Either such ethnic admixture 
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never took place in their family or they consider their „non-pure‟ Malay lineage 
insignificant.  
 
 However, one interviewee Ali, a professional in his late thirties identified himself 
as Malay but dissociate himself from other Malays and Malay culture said, 
 
„„... I didn‟t do those traditional games like what probably those Malay 
kids would have… By the way, I‟m half Malay, half Chinese. My father is 
predominantly Malay-Pakistani heritage, my mother is Chinese but she 
was given away when she was a baby to a Malay family… at home we 
practise semi-Malay and semi- westernised culture… it‟s not something I 
would say 100% Malay.  I grew up in an environment where I don‟t really 
appreciate much of Malay culture except certain parts of modern Malay 
entertainment, not the heritage type like Dondang Sayang - I have no such 
exposure.  Traditional games like congkak, batu selembat (five stones), 
capteh... I don‟t play at all… I don‟t really have much reach into Malay 
heritage…”  
 
Ali‟s disassociation with traditional Malay culture was consistent with what he identified 
as an increasing number of „modern Malays‟, a „group of motivated Malays who try to 
make things better, try not to be affected by their heritage... their outlook is different… 
more into western culture‟.  Ali was enamoured by Western culture and deemed it 
superior.  His constant association with the Western culture demonstrated an eagerness to 
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leave the „inferior, unmotivated, bogged-down‟ Malay, an occurrence Lewin called 
„Negative Chauvinism‟.  Ali, like the Jewish girl Lewin described, is ashamed of things 
associated with the underprivileged groups and tries to distance himself from such 
groups.  
 
Other interviewees also expressed disfavour for Malays and/or traditional Malay 
culture.  They often spoke of „Lepak‟, a practice not peculiar to Malays but had become 
one of the most common charges against them.  „Lepak‟ (chapter 2) was a Colonial 
ideology aimed at rationalising Colonial domination (Alatas: 1977; Hirshman: 1986) but 
continues to enjoy a protracted life to both Malay and non-Malay elites (Mahathir, 1970; 
Senu et al, 2004, Wan Hussin, 1990; Butcher, 1971; Slimming, 1969).  Jamal, a mid-
twenties entrepreneur said, 
 
“… they like to lay back, they like to slack.  If you see in the void deck in 
the past (5-10 years ago), who like to sit down there? – always the Malay 
playing guitar, it‟s always… end of the day, talking about drugs.  In the 
Malay term we call „lepak‟.  It‟s something Malay youngsters like to do, 
don‟t say youngsters, (even) old people like to do.  You see, you go to the 
coffee-shop, Malay coffee-shop, you see uncle-uncle, pakcik-pakcik, taxi 
drivers and they will just sit down and they will just discuss about 
nothing, practically nothing fruitful will come out of the gathering.” 
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Zainal, who had climbed up the social ladder from the working class to the service class 
when he was in his late twenties, agreed with Jamal.  Almost forty now, he said, 
 
“Sometimes we have ourselves to blame.  Out of every 10, 6 or 7 are like 
that, they like to „curi tulang‟, they are lazy… being in an all Malay group 
makes it worse… they already „relax-relax‟, right.  They see people relax, 
they „lagi‟ relax, they became worse, came late, MCs, skive, terrible...” 
 
Nuril, mid-twenties, enjoying an intermediate class status her whole life described the 
activities of Malays who lepak near her home as “just smoke happily, „lepak‟, „talk cock‟ 
(nonsense)… for like four hours”.  She claimed that these Malays usually come from 
dysfunctional families and that „nothing can be done unless they want to do something 
for themselves, until they realise that they want it, it‟s by choice‟ – very much in the 
lingo of ethnic based self-help purported by the PAP government (Lily, 1998:232).  
 
Malays often criticise other Malays unlike the Jews Lewin described (1948:187).  
About 90 per cent of my interviewees had something negative to say about the Malays 
and/or their culture.  This could be attributed to the fact that more people prefer to follow 
conventions so as not to stick out, a phenomenon described as the herd mentality (Lee 
Wei Ling, ST, 1
st
July 2009).  Judging from allegations brought against Malays whether 
from Malay elites
26
, the government or opinions from the general public
27
 often 
                                                 
26„Ridzwan to Malays: Relish competition‟, (ST, July 1, 2009), „Otak Melayu mahal kalau dijual di pasar? 
(BH, 6
th
 Spetember 2009). 
27
 Examples include articles by Siti Fauziana Hassan (Malays do not prioritise education) (BH, 11
th
 




published in Berita Harian, having negative opinions about Malays and/or their culture 
is common and acceptable.  This, of course, has already led to catastrophic 
consequences (Lee, 2009) on Malays‟ esteem of themselves. 
 
 Intermediate and service class members of the Malay community showed 
negative chauvinism as opposed to opinions held by the working class.  Not a single 
interviewee who had remained in the working class all their lives thought Malays were 
lazy, lacked intelligence or close-minded (chapter 3).  50% of them thought Malays were 
more hardworking than other ethnic groups.  Although aware of the indolent stereotype 
held against them, Atan, mid-forties, said, 
 
“Dia orang bukan malas tau… dia orang macam nak-taknak, mungkin 
dia orang ada family, jadi takde time, pergi course ni pakai duit banyak… 
family banyak nak support…”  
 
This is similar to Li‟s finding (1989:179) that their socio-economic pride was due to 
personal and circumstantial factors or the lack of money instead of cultural deficiency.  
Kamsiah agreed with Atan, who also lamented Malay predicaments facing ethnic 
discrimination, 
 
“Dia lebih kasi can pada bangsanya (Cina)… jadi kemarahan lah, 
kenapa kalau bangsanya tahu makan, kita pun tahu makan, kalau bangsa 
                                                                                                                                                





dia ada anak, kita pun ada anak… kalau dia nak gaji lebih, kita pun nak 
lebih… kadang-kadang, kita kerja lebih daripada dia… dia orang cukup 
time aje, time makan, mesti nak pergi makan, kita kadang-kadang cukup 
time, selagi kerja belum habis, selagi tu kita kerja, lepas tu baru makan.”  
 
My good friend Mr. Dolah censured my findings, who instead accused Malays of self-
denial.  These to him were merely excuses.  Dolah suggested working class Malays need 
financial advice which is a popular topic often featured in Berita Harian (BH, 19 March 
2009; 6 May 2009; 31 March 2009; 17Jun 2009).  Commenting on Malay poor financial 
management, Kartini, a professional said, 
 
“… macam mana Melayu nak maju, tak pandai mengampu… pemalas.. 
bila dah untung sikit tapi belanja macam orang kaya.”  
 
Zainal concurred with Malay deficient financial management and remarked, 
 
“... „Financial Suiciders‟, they are actually the Malays.  These are the 
people who buy stuffs without the intention of paying.  They just pay for 
that one month or the downpayment, after that they don‟t have the 
intention to pay… I‟ve got my friend‟s neighbour, „furniture 
competition‟….you buy sofa, tomorrow I buy bigger sofa… they get it 
delivered when the neighbours are there…wAAHhhhhh SOFA!” 
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Oblivious to Kartini and Zainal is the phenomenon of Symbolic Status Striving (Allport, 
1979:157).  Allport described this with examples of how Negro troops seemed especially 
devoted to signs of good soldiering like well-shined shoes, well-pressed clothes and 
flashy display of jewels and expensive automobiles by the new rich.  These are means of 
status striving for those where status is a scarce commodity.  To the working class 
Malay, buying sofas, or “flowers at every corner (of their homes), and TV and glorious 
draperies all around”, as cynically described by Taib, a 26 year-old professional 
interviewee, were actually means to raise their status in a social environment which is in 
constant critique of them.  We need to recognise that financial problems as described by 
my interviewees are not exclusively endemic to Malays but faced by other ethnic groups 
too.  
 
 The belief that „black sheep‟ (Marques et al, 1988) Malays were the reasons for 
their failure to achieve their goals was also discussed.  Besides agreeing with Malay 
„cultural deficiencies‟, Julie added, 
 
“I think the Malays created this lah, macam peribahasa Melayu lah 
„Pasal nila setitik, rosak susu sebelanga‟, right?  Because of this, the 
other side of the Malays who don‟t wish to improve themselves, who just 
wish to waste their life away, is spoiling the rest of the Malay community 
who wish to step up.” 
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Her views paralleled Mawar‟s, mid-twenties professional, who after depicting a few 
Malays she knew who kept dropping out of school for reasons like financial difficulties 
or to pursue their passion but which to her was impractical in Singapore‟s capitalistic 
economy; 
 
“These are the people who portray Malays as orang Melayu ni tak suka 
belajar, orang Melayu pemalas, you know the dulu-dulu punya 
percakapan, sebab tu orang Melayu jadi driver, that‟s why the perception 
of people will not change because of this kind of people, lah...” 
 
These Malays who wanted to improve themselves blame the Malays who „just wish to 
waste their life away‟ responsible for their extra efforts to excel.  Kartini, who despite 
her successful admission to one of the most prestigious schools in Singapore, shared the 
extra efforts she had to put in in order to be perceived as a „non-typical Malay‟: 
 
“It‟s undeniable, that if you talk about Malays, the impression you get is – 
they are stupid, that‟s about it.  For example, in school, you‟re generally 
labelled stupid until you prove yourself academically you know, people 
recognise that you are not a stupid Malay.  That you‟re different from the 
rest of the other Malays.” 
  
 71 
Zainal also assessed that the challenges Malays faced due to negative stereotypes were 
rooted from „problematic‟ Malays.  When asked how hard it was for Malays to succeed, 
he replied, 
 
“It‟s not very hard lah, it‟s just extremely hard….even though they are 
equally qualified.  The Malays have to be way to infinity better qualified, 
then they will be recognised… and even then… maybe…  If you‟re Malay 
right and you make it somewhere right, you have to work twice as hard.... 
because of the stereotype... relax lah, slack, lazy... even graduates…” 
  
Resulting from this is extreme sensitivity to the behaviour of other Malays.  
Lewin likened this to the sensitivity of a mother about the behaviour of her children in 
public.  The individual feels that his/her position is threatened or that his future is 
endangered when identified with a certain group.  Lewin gave the example of a Jewish 
lady who was dining in a fashionable restaurant and was greatly annoyed by other guests 
whom she thought were Jews judging from their loud manner.  She felt greatly relieved 
when her friend told her they were not Jewish, thus changing her sentiment to that of 
amusement rather than annoyance by their boisterousness (1948:190).  
 
Allport indicated that victimisation rarely leaves an individual with a normal 
amount of prejudice.  Rather he/she will either treat others the way he was treated (i.e. be 
aggressive) or deliberately avoid being prejudice themselves (i.e. sympathetic) towards 
other out-groups (1979:155).  This is applicable to in-group aggression or sympathy.  
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Unfortunately, my fieldwork showed a predominance of the former not only in the 
service and intermediate class but also among working class Malays who had previously 
enjoyed a higher social status.  My interviewees were also more tolerant of similar 
shortcomings associated with Malays when exhibited by another ethnic group, as did the 
Jewish lady who was „amused‟ rather than irritated by the rowdiness of non-Jewish 
fellow diners (Lewin, 1948:190).  Siti, who worked in a fast-food restaurant, described 
how the Malay women‟s habit of minding other people‟s business has evolved from an 
activity taking place among neighbours, usually at their doorsteps to tea-time 
conversations, something she often witnessed in her restaurant.  She invoked the phrase 
„old habits die hard‟ to explain this enduring negative Malay habit.  But when asked 
whether other ethnic groups gossip, she replied, 
 
“A bit also, lah... dia orang ada jugak tapi dia orang memang 
kebiasaan...”  
 
It was „normal‟ for other ethnic women to gossip but they resent Malay women 
gossiping.  Muslim clerics slammed gossiping as a social activity for it mars the image of 
another.  It is an unproductive and sinful activity and often highlighted during Ramadan 
when Muslims are reminded that fasting entails more than just the abstinence of food and 
water, but also all forms of negative activities, including gossiping.  Perhaps Siti felt that 
it was „normal‟ for non-Malays to gossip but not for Malays who incidentally are mostly 
Muslims.  Gossiping is also perceived negatively by various other faiths and it is not as 
Siti claimed to be „normal‟ for non-Muslims.  
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 Hatred towards members of their own community has led to prejudice among 
Malays towards Malays.  Often, the yardstick used to assess Malays varies from that 
used on other ethnic groups.  This only serves to perpetuate negative perceptions of 
Malays.  Yati explained that the reason the Chinese are doing well in business was 
because of their customer service.  She explained, 
 
“Then dia orang punya (Malays‟) customer service… alamak… muka 
masam, but Chinese different… they will smile… but Singapore Malay dia 
orang punya business tetap gitu-gitu jugak… they very rude, lah… they 
more lack on customer service, quality on people, they very bad… kurang 
ajar pun ada… ” 
 
Malays were alleged to be rude to their customers.  But she did not assess a Chinese 
businessman as such who, after discovering that he had closed a contract with her, a 
Malay, refused to shake her hand!  Instead, she had simply dismissed his actions as 
“Pasal lah!” (Whatever…).  
 
 The sensitivity and aggression demonstrated by Malays against themselves reveal 
the high degree of inter-dependence of fate (ibid. pg.190) they felt for their shared 
identification.  This became clearer when the in-group antagonism were contrasted by in-
group esteem by Malays who were members of the working class all their lives.  When 
asked about his general opinions of Malays, 66 year-old Manap replied, 
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“… kalau tengok dalam cara pekerjaan… orang Melayu lebih standard… 
apa tu lebih productivity… dalam segi apa pun… tukang kebun 
katakanlah... orang Melayu lagi standard, tempat tu bersih… cakap 
orang Melayu punya workshop dengan orang Cina punya workshop… 
orang Melayu lebih baik pasal orang Melayu jujur.” 
 
His view was supported by 21 year-old Sani who rationalised that he had more Malay 
friends because Malays were “baik” (good) in their manners and that they were “tak 
berkira (not calculative) … orang Cina (Chinese) more particular about money...”.  The 
working class‟ positive stance towards Malays (relative to the Chinese in these two 
examples) could only be explained by a natural esteem for one‟s own culture and a 
perception that their Malay identity was not a threat then or in the future (Lewin, 
1948:190).  
 
Role of Berita Harian 
 Following close observation of Berita Harian, I realised a parallel in the 
antagonisms towards Malays expressed by my service and intermediate class 
interviewees and the views written by journalists for the newspaper.  It demonstrates the 
role of media in the dissemination of Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ ideas to the common 
Malay.  The topic of lepak was dealt by Haryani Ismail in her article entitled Kikis „daki 
malas‟ (Scraping off the Indolence Dirt) (BH, 14th May 2009).  She described how 
Malay men in the past used to sit on the day-bed (ambin) all day, drinking coffee with 
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friends while playing the guitar.  Malay women she wrote had the habit of gathering at 
one of their peers‟ doorstep chit-chatting while cutting vegetables, in a similar scenario 
Siti described earlier.  Haryani labelled these men Mat Ambin
28
 and the women Minah 
Tepi Pintu
29
, then continued to advise methods to rid such negative habits while stressing 
the need to be independent and not rely on others.  
 
 Assertions of Malay lack of priority towards education were also often 
highlighted.  Malay parents were often blamed for not encouraging their children in their 
studies (Lily, 1998:187).  Considering the current economic recession, workers are 
encouraged to take on re-training courses like SPUR
30
 but according to Ramli Puteh, a 
special writer to Berita Harian, Singaporeans, especially Malays have not accepted that 
they need to re-train and modify their mindset so that they are able to accept changes.  
This he claimed was because the Malays felt they were invisible and safe from 
retrenchment (7
th
 January 2009) and had not felt the impact of the recession (9
th
 May 
2009).  Ramli Puteh‟s views were supported by Pak Oteh who claimed that a huge 
weakness of the Malays were knowledge and character and that they should grab the re-
training opportunities available to them (BH, 26
th
 January 2009).  Non-existent from 
their analysis was the financial constraints facing most members of their community.  
 
 Moral aspects were also featured in Berita Harian.  Haryani Ismail featured two 
articles: one on jealousy (Sindrom „mata merah‟, BH 22nd January 2009) and another on 
                                                 
28
 „Day Bed Men‟ 
29
 „By the Door Women‟ 
30
 Skills Programme for Upgrading and Resilience.  Source: „SPUR‟, retrieved on 17th July 2009 from 
http://www.ntuclearninghub.com/spur.asp?gclid=CODZy5TQxZsCFQMupAodpEhKBw 
 76 
four types of negative characteristics [i.e. Phd – penyakit hasad dengki (spiteful), MBA 
– macam bagus aja (self-praise), Bsc – banyak sangat cakap (talkative), BAA – banyak 
angan-angan (dream only but no action) BH, 7
th
 Mei 2009].  Although she did not boldly 
state that the Malays have these characteristics, the fact that these were opinion-based 
articles published in a newspaper meant exclusively for Malay consumption reflected 
that these were issues Haryani perceived to be concerns for the Malay community.  
 
Berita Harian frequently featured Malays as inept businessmen, and in an article 
on 4
th
 of July 2009 entitled „Peniaga Melayu masih banyak kekurangan‟, it featured a 
story of a Malay businessman who, with the help of a Chinese accountant, learnt account 
keeping methods and succeeded in getting a bank loan.  This implied that Malays make 
bad accountants!  Notwithstanding occasional highlights of Malay business ventures 
[e.g. property management (BH, 23
rd
 March 2009)], Malay businessmen were described 
as close-minded and unadventurous in the nature of their business, sticking more to food 
and beverage (BH, 7
th
 February 2009).  The concern for lacking Malay businesses also 
led to permanent sections like „Belia dan Bisnes‟ and „Tip Perkasa Niaga‟ which mainly 
provide business advice.  Pak Oteh, in an article on increasing business among Malays, 
wrote that „Orang kita tak pandai niaga kerana tiada ilmu yang sesuai dengan masa‟ 
(BH, 9
th
 February 2009).  
 
 After reading an article „Tawar hati nak beli lagi‟ (BH, 22nd February 2009) by 
Dewani Abbas on her experience patronising Malay shops, I was reminded of Yati‟s 
description of Malay businessmen.  Dewani, like Yati, reasoned that Malay businesses 
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do not succeed because of poor customer service by providing examples of rude 
stallholders.  Dewani and Yati also felt that Malay businesses did not prioritise proper 
display of their goods.  I found their similarity astounding as it showed the influential 
role played by journalists in shaping the minds of others. 
 
‘Other Malay Problems’ 
My interviewees across the social classes perceived moral laxity among Malays.  
But this problem has not been discussed as it could not be clearly traced as a colonial 
ideology.  My fieldwork found that 67%, 57% and 50% of the service, intermediate and 
working classes respectively voiced this concern.  This I attribute to the frequent recent 
media coverage on „Malay problems‟ which precisely highlighted the „social 
deterioration‟ of Malays (e.g. „Jangan sampai kesal kerana masalah famili‟, BH, 20th 
December 2008 & „Menangani keterlanjuran remaja, BH 23rd January 2009).  This time, 
the root of Malay problems were attributed to one source – Malay men who were 
reportedly irresponsible as sons or heads of household for they were getting in and out of 
drug rehabilitation centres, involved in crimes, unemployed or involved in adultery (BH, 
16
th
 November 2008).  Calls were made to „correct‟ Malay men (BH, 12th March 2009) 
and to instil a sense of responsibility in them since young (Ismail Pantek, BH, 16
th
 
November 2008).  Samad Afandie identified four types of Malay men he did not want to 
become i.e. „Mat Amacam, Mat Biasa, Mat Macam-Macam & Mat Tak Kisah (described 
as Malay man who gives sloppy work, lazy, talks more than work & „yes‟ man, 
respectively).  It is similar to Dewani Abbas‟ description of four types of negative 
 78 
characteristics described earlier (BH, 7
th
 Mei 2009).  These articles are attacks on Malays 
and considered as Malay self-vilification.   
 
Impact of Journalists 
Berita Harian is the only Malay newspaper and serves as an important source of 
information to the Malays.  The role of media cannot be underrated.  My interviewee 
Kartini aptly described the effect media had on her, 
 
“I notice right after that particular programme… these Malay 
programmes like „Hanyut‟, „Bara‟31, after that, more of the Malay 
teenagers are having tattoos… I notice that, after that right, they became 
worse instead of better… which is very peculiar.” 
 
Kartini‟s perception can be explained from two perspectives.  Firstly, that the media 
actually highlighted to her that Malay youths were having tattoos, something she did not 
notice before, and secondly, the programmes actually encouraged Malay youths to 
overtly begin displaying their tattoos or are encouraged to get one.  Clearly, the media 
has the capacity to amplify something and/or encourage perceptions which was 
previously negligible.  
 
Berita Harian journalists, who are service class members, also demonstrate an 
affiliation towards the Malay „cultural deficiencies‟, as if they have fallen victim to the 
                                                 
31
 „Hanyut‟ and „Bara‟ were serial dramas produced by MediaCorp portraying „problematic‟ Malay youths 
involved in gangsterism, had broken family relations etc. 
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menacing giants (Allport, 1979:142).  As journalists, they continually propagate the 
Malay „cultural deficiency‟ thesis to common Malays. 
Berita Harian‟s reporter Mohd Raman Daud‟s article on „Mencari punca teras 
masalah orang kita‟ (BH, 24th September 2009) triggered a slew of responses from the 





 October 2009).  The root problems faced by Malays (e.g. financial constraints) 
were not reported in these articles.  Instead, the problems quoted in such articles were 
mostly consistent with those highlighted by the government.  This kind of reporting only 
spells disaster for the Malay community, as it perpetuates Malay „cultural deficiency‟ 
ideology.  Their effects are felt across class, gender and age groups.  Two primary 5 
students for example, wrote in two poems on the theme of evils of gossiping and 
arrogance („Usah sombong dan iri hati‟ & „Nasihat‟, BH, 17th February 2009) which 
continue to propagate such negative in-group perceptions of Malays.  
Clearly, espousal for Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ among intermediate and 
service class Malays is due to a conviction of their superiority to their „less successful‟ 
kinfolk.  Hence, this „superior‟ Malays try to „correct‟ the supposed „culture deficient‟ 
members of their community in concert with instances of self-hate demonstrated by the 
service and intermediate classes who voiced the desire to see a development of the 
Melayu Baru which is equipped with „more progressive‟ characteristics.  These 
„progressive‟ characteristics are in tandem with those promoted by the government to 
suit Singapore‟s capitalistic economy but cloaked under the guise of „Confucian values‟.  
A process of „transforming‟ the Malays, like the one Wan Hussin (1990) promoted, is 
already under way. 
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5 
Malay Values Sinicised 
 
This chapter examines the alienation of Malays from themselves as they shed 
their perceived „deficient‟ culture, preferring or even adopting the supposedly „more 
progressive‟ Chinese culture.  Together with this is the aspiration for a „New‟ Malay, 
perceived by some as one dispossessed of all the „deficits‟ of Malay culture and as an 
ideal model for progress. 
 
Cultural Deprivation  
“Saya menikmati kelebihan besar dalam bentuk kehadiran sekitar 75 
peratus penduduk etnik Cina dan 7 hingga 8 peratus penduduk etnik 
India.  Dua masyarakat ini telah menjalani peradaban beratus tahun... 
Mereka (Melayu) melihat apa jiran Cina dan India mereka lakukan bagi 
anak-anak dan mereka tumpukan perhatian pada pendidikan dan belajar 
matematik dan sains sehingga pencapaian mereka meningkat.” 
Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew (BH, 24
th
 January 2008) 
 
  The above excerpt was taken when Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew was in 
Riyadh sharing the secret of Singapore‟s economic success.  To the Minister, Singapore 
Malays have benefited from having ethnic communities with civilisations hundreds of 
years old (i.e. Chinese and Indians) as neighbours showing them the „right‟ cultural 
values for „progress‟.  This presumes that Malay civilisation is non-existent.  This 
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allegation echoes that held against the black man described by Fanon, „He has no 
culture, no civilization, and no “long historical past” (2008:17).  Lee Kuan Yew is not 
alone on this view.  The Malays themselves hold this to be true, thanks to the 
government‟s oversimplification of the island‟s history which was thought crucial to 
ensure “a brighter and united future” (Kwa, Heng & Tan, 2009: 2).  The picture of 
Singapore before that was of only a sleepy fishing village (Heng, ST 30
th
 June 2009) and 
this has been imprinted in the minds of Singaporeans for decades.  When I asked Jamal 
why he felt Malays were easily contented, he said, 
 
“Coz, it is just born in them.  If you‟re talking about 100 years, 200 years 
ago when Singapore was just a fisherman‟s village, it‟s already Malays‟ 
attitude already…” 
 
Taib also reflected the same portrait of Malays, 
 
“… it has to do with history... the general history of the Malays... we are 
not inventors… I mean, Chinese have their big Chinese junks, but we have 
our „perahu‟... we didn‟t really go beyond the region, didn‟t really invent 
much things as compared to the Chinese and Indian civilisations and the 
Middle East…” 
 
This painting of Singapore as a sleepy fishing village supported allegations of Malay 
„indolent‟ culture.  Though there have been efforts pushing for a rethinking of 
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Singapore‟s mainstream history (e.g. Alatas, 1971; Turnbull, 1989; Tan et al, 2008), 
changes have been negligible especially if appraisal was measured using Singaporeans‟ 
images of their history.  These incomplete impressions of Singapore‟s history and of the 
Malays begin even at the elementary level.  Instead of affirming the establishment of 
Singapura by the Palembang Prince Sri Tri Buana in the fourteenth century (Lily, 
1998:164) especially after strong archaeological evidences were found (Miksic, 1984; 
Turnbull, 1984; Lily, 1998:180; Tan et al, 2008: 1-13)
32
, the primary four Social Studies 
textbook dismisses it as a legend.  Disregarded also is history between the supposed 
legend till the arrival of Raffles in Singapore in 1819 leaving a gap of at least 300 years 
unaccounted for
33
.  Originally Singapore was called Temasek which means „sea port‟ 
indicating an urbanised regional trade centre, an „emporion‟34 rather than a sleepy fishing 
village!  The result is an image of a community with no civilisation and no long 
historical past (Fanon).  The Malays is a community robbed of their past. 
 
A Pigeonholed Community 
 Pigeonholing others is insular.  Hateley & Schmidt (2000) discussed the 
challenges faced by stereotyped individuals who become unheard, their individuality 
denied and their potentials limited to their stereotype.  Such individuals face greater 
challenges to prove their capabilities.  This can be likened to Malays who are often 
pigeonholed with „inferior‟ cultural attributes and is constantly compared to that of the 
                                                 
32
 The most recent archaeological find showing the extensive trade by Malays in the archipelago was of a 
1,200-year old ship skeleton measuring 15.6m in length and 4 m in width.  It was found 200m off the 
village Punjulharjo, Rembang, Central Java (BH, 22
nd
 July 2009). 
33
 Tan et al (2008) discussed Temasek‟s growth and decline as an emporium that catered mainly to the 
Chinese market.  These, however, have yet to enter the mainstream school‟s history syllabus. 
34
 By the word „emporion‟, Ptolemy means – a legal mart where foreign trade is allowed and taxed 
(Warmington, 1928:107 in Miksic, 1984: 3). 
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„superior‟ dominant Chinese.  Its effects have a lesser bearing when compared to self-
pigeonholing – „putting ourselves into confining boxes or categories, and then acting as 
if those categories are true, now and forever! (Hateley & Schmidt, 2000:vii).  This is the 
Malays‟ exact predicament.  
 
  Malays have been drilled with an inferiority complex, reasoned with a lack of 
civilisation and a deficient culture.  Their slower socio-economic progress compared to 
others is also attributed to their „deficient culture‟.  It stems from self-hatred and with it a 
desire to imitate their „masters‟ (chapter 4).  This only meant the oppression and 
alienation of their culture as „people in whom an inferiority complex has taken root, 
whose cultural originality has been committed to the grave – position themselves in 
relation to the civilizing language…  The more he rejects his blackness and the bush, the 
whiter he will become‟ (Fanon, 2000:3). 
 
Brown Skin, Yellow Masks 
 The Malays want to emulate the dominant Chinese.  They do not pretend to be 
Chinese, unlike the Blacks (Fanon).  What they are disgruntled about are the 
characteristics associated with Malays.  40-year old Linda said, 
 
“So I am proud that I am Malay, I‟m not mixed with any Chinese you 
know.  Ya, I‟m proud of my own race, I‟m proud that I‟m Malay.  I‟m just 
not comfortable with the community… it is confusing…” 
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The Malays want to keep their identity but not their culture
35
.  This could be because, 
unlike the Antilleans who could become French by adopting their masters‟ language, 
culture etc. (Fanon), the Malays cannot become Chinese due to the hyphenated 
Singaporean identity (i.e. Singaporean–Chinese, Singaporean–Malay etc.) (Clammer, 
1985:110).  They could not be Chinese but be like the Chinese.  It is pertinent that due 
recognition is given for being „like the Chinese‟ to mean the stereotyped Chinese culture 
(Phang, 1985/86).  The perception was to „save‟ (Fanon, 2000:30) the Malays from their 
slower socio-economic progress by sinicising their values.  A willingness to sinicise 
Malays‟ values expressed by interviewees was often based on a desire to see the Malays 
progress and be on par with the other ethnic communities.  This is based on what was 
perceived as „typically‟ Chinese versus what was „typically‟ Malay.  This perception is 
influenced by Colonial construction of their souls (Fanon, 2000:viii) and is perpetuated 
by certain segments of Malay elites like Gunnar Myrdal who claimed that „it is to the 
advantage of American Negroes as individuals and as a group to become assimilated 
into American culture… (because)… in America, American culture is „highest‟ in the 
pragmatic sense (vol.2, pp.928-29 in King, 2004:126). 
 
 Newcomb‟s explication of positive and negative reference groups is useful.  
Since a positive reference group refers to one which a person is motivated to be accepted 
and treated as a member (overtly or symbolically) (Sherif & Sherif, 1953:163), the 
Chinese is the positive reference group for the Malays, but only so much as to share 
similar attitudes e.g. ambitious.  Often, one hears statements like, “Oh he is successful 
                                                 
35
 This supports Stimpfl‟s (2006) study.  One of his interviewees said; “We must not be Chinese, only like 
the Chinese.” (pp.74). 
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because like the Chinese, he does not give up easily”.  Their own Malay community 
would then constitute their negative reference group which are opposed to the Chinese‟s 
“... think(ing) openly,... work hard… study” as described by Kartini.  
 
 Most of my interviewees felt that they should emulate the supposed Chinese 
achievement attitude.  Nazar who worked at a popular eatery said, 
 
“Kalau orang Melayu… macam sini, they want to stay in this stall only... 
don‟t want to expand their business but for Chinese when they are rich, 
they want to become richer...” 
 
Like other interviewees, Nazar expressed a need for Malays to be less contented, to take 
more risks, to be more persevering and to be more open-minded in order to succeed in 
business.  50-year-old Maizah described the unpersevering Malay businessmen as such, 
 
“Orang Melayu bukak kedai dua tiga bulan dah tutup... orang Cina ni 
berniaga lain... dia sanggup jatuh bangun, jatuh bangun... orang Melayu 
ni tak berani bangun.”  
 
The unpersevering character of Malays was seen to be in all aspects of their life.  When 
working as an employee in the office for example, they were perceived as people who 
could not endure; 
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“… but one thing about the culture Melayu, they are very sensitive.  When 
people tegur or when they are stressed… dia orang mesti nak berhenti 
lah… dia orang cannot endure… Chinese more endure lah...”      
                                                                                  (Diana) 
 
And at home, Malays allegedly give up on their children, 
 
“Malays… cepat menyerah kalah – dari segi membesarkan anak lah... 
yang I tahu about this family ni… mak dia macam dah give up… dah 
mengalah lah kira... anak dia... orang kata dah salah pergaulan.  Ada 
masalah... susah aje, give up… sebab tu anak-anak yang terus terbiar 
kan... mungkin lah... kalau orang Cina, walau macam mana pun budak tu 
buat salah… dia still... macam bangsa kita dia dah tak mengaku anak ke 
tau give up ke…”  
                                                       (Siti) 
The supposed Malay unpersevering attitude had thus been blamed for social problems 
the community faced.  This is in tune with the government‟s ideology that the root 
causes of the Malay marginality stemmed from the community‟s deficient attitudes and 
values and thus it was their responsibility to change them (Lily, 1998:232). 
 
 The emulation of allegedly negative Chinese culture, though puzzling, was also 
encouraged as it could lead to large profits, 
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“Cuma Cina... dia orang macam dia orang willing to buy something 
without fikir… for example… my father‟s friends at Panasonic… top 
management are all Chinese… he sees they open business… all Chinese… 
see that they are willing to invest everything lah… like my father and his 
friends yang Melayu-Melayu are all still at Panasonic… Malays tend to 
makan gaji, like when it comes to investment, dia orang takut kena tipu.  
For Malays eh, they think that asalkan cukup buat kasi anak, kasi bini, for 
them is enough already… ah a stable life.” 
 
The preference was for Malays to adopt high-risk or even invest unthinkingly like the 
Chinese as there was a chance of gaining considerable profits.  The Malay attitude of 
ensuring family financial stability was scoffed as one could not become wealthier that 
way.  Even „Kiasu-ism‟36 was said to be good for one to succeed in Singapore‟s highly 
competitive economy.  Amir, in his mid-forties, thought that it has proven its worth as “I 
think orang kiasu ni, dia punya anak-anak pandai-pandai” (Kiasu people have smart 
children).  The Malays should also, according to my interviewees, adopt the Chinese 
work culture, even at the expense of family, 
 
“… I can see some of my friends (Chinese)… MLM (Multi-level 
marketing), insurance.  Tend to go all out… even in their free time, with 
their clients they will go and meet even if it‟s Saturdays or Sundays… 
                                                 
36
 „Kiasu‟ is a Hokkien word that literally means 'fear of losing'.  Source: „Kiasu‟, retrieved on 7th August 
2009 from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kiasu 
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whereas for us Malays… Saturday, Sunday usually relax, with family 
time, go out with girlfriend…. basically it‟s like that.”  
                                                                                                   (Iman) 
The Malays‟ economic failure, especially in business was attributed by many of my 
interviewees to close-mindedness because Malays were perceived as cliquish.  Therefore, 
their ideas did not grow and, according to Kartini, they became like „katak bawah 
tempurung‟ („Like frog underneath coconut shell‟, thus oblivious to the outside world) 
which to her was the reason for slow progress.  She continued that the Malays should be 
more „open‟, like the Chinese whom she ironically also had to prove that she was not a 
„typical‟ Malay but one who studies!  Malay preference for cliquish groups is 
unsurprising.  According to Iman, “sometimes when it is not possible also… they try to 
do everything together”.  Allport akin such underprivileged communities to people in 
wartime, they tend to be clannish (1979:149) for by cohering, misery finds balm (Allport, 
1979:148).  People who are miserable for the same reason tend to coalesce, and in the 
case of Malays it is their socio-economic deprivation, allegations of their supposed 
inferiority and even discrimination. 
 
 Malays‟ pride in their home was described as passé by my interviewees.  Not too 
long ago, one could supposedly differentiate a Malay home from a Chinese home, even 
when they are at the foot of a block by simply identifying whether there were curtains 
and the type which were hung.  A Malay home would have curtains with frills while a 
Chinese home would have a plain looking one or none at all.  Home pride was 
considered unnecessary and a waste of resources by my interviewees.  According to 
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Taib, Malays‟ decoration of their homes was pompous and it only meant that they lacked 
savings.  Instead of “…making sure dia orang punya rumah cantik sekali (that their 
house is stunning…”, they should be “very simple… (and) learn from the Chinese…”, 
Yati advised. 
 
 High regard for the Chinese culture could be attributed to the perpetuation of 
colonial ideology which regarded the Chinese as industrious for they supplied the lowest 
form of labour in contrast to Malays who refused the type of slave labour immigrant 
Chinese and Indians were compelled to do (Alatas, 1970:75).  This continued after 
independence for constant „reminders‟ endorsing Chinese industriousness (e.g. Sam Sui 
Women
37
, history lessons reflecting more Chinese labourers
38
) are consistently 
advocated, whilst the ills faced by the Malays remain a trifling, almost silent fragment of 
Singapore‟s history.  The result seen above is esteem for the Chinese culture.  Above this 
is the promotion of Confucian values
39
 by the government for they were deemed superior 
for their positive cultural traits like diligence, discipline, industry, communitarianism, 
being consensus and achievement oriented (Josey, 1968:572; Lee Kuan Yew, ST Weekly 
Overseas Edition, 2
nd
 November 1991 in Lily, 1998:56) and Singapore‟s success together 
with other East Asian NICs and Japan have been accredited to the positive Confucianist 
values of the Chinese and East Asians (ST, 4
th
 February 1982; ST; 29
th
 October 1988 in 
Lily, 1998: 56).  This is highly debatable for such values are not exclusive to the 
                                                 
37
 Sam Sui Women is a 24-episode drama produced by MediaCorp.  Story of hardship immigrant Chinese 
women experienced working at construction sites. 
38
 In the Primary 4 Social Studies Textbook (2006), the hard life early settlers faced depicted only that of 
the Chinese migrants (pp.50 & 51). 
39
 Confucianism developed in China by Confucius who was Chinese (Tu, 1984:143-144).  Thus, the 
promotion of Confucianism was seen as a promotion of Chinese culture (thus sinic), which was deemed 
superior. 
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Confucian ethic alone.  It has been argued that it was a multitude of economic factors 
interacting with the „right‟ government policies (Wong, 1996:283) which led to East 
Asian nations‟ economic success.  PAP‟s promotion of Confucian values has also been 
considered opportune in Singapore‟s market driven economy, as it had not considered 
the aesthetic aspects of modern life as crucial in the country‟s development and had 
downplayed its role on the island (Wee, 2007:8).  It was only in the 1980s to mid-1990s 
when philosopher Tu Wei-ming initiated the idea of a Greater or Cultural China that 
interest sparked in the promotion of Confucian values and identity to „Southeast Asian 
Singapore (even if primarily Sinic)‟ (Wee, 2007: 9) for it not only allowed the 
government „to protect their more contentious practices (e.g. a less-democratic polity; 
suppressed trade union activities‟) but also present the island-state new opportunities in 
China as Deng Xiaoping instituted economic reforms from 1978 (Wee, 2007:10).  Malay 
PAP members also act their roles and try to soft-pedal (Lewin, 1948:196) the promotion 
of „Confucian‟ values.  Yaacob Ibrahim40 promoted values of hard work as an ethnically 
Chinese one when he commented on techniques to master Mathematics and Science, 
 
“Sama ada kita suka atau tidak, mata pelajaran Sains dan Matematik 
perlu banyak latihan.  Lihat sahaja masyarakat Cina, mereka banyak 
berlatih dan berlatih semula kerana Matematik perlu dikuasai.”  
                                                     (BH, 12
th
 January 2009) 
 
                                                 
40
 Yaacob Ibrahim is Minister for the Environment and Water Resources and Minister-in-charge of Muslim 
Affairs. 
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Yaacob implied that in Mathematics and Science, the Chinese practise a lot 
unlike the Malays.  Hence, they should acquire this supposed sinic culture.  Most skills 
do become enhanced with practice, so it is perplexing that Yaacob attributed „lots of 
practice‟ as sinic for it is universally accepted as positive.  Emphasis should have been 
placed on understanding fundamental Mathematics and Science concepts rather than 
mere practice which encourages rote learning.  
 
 Even in Berita Harian, support for Malay values‟ sinicisation in the community 
is evident.  Mr Shaerul Nizam, an education enrichment centre owner maintained that the 
current positive attitude towards education by Malay parents was a value they adopted 
from the Chinese, disregarding the universality of such values, 
   
“Saya yakin mentaliti orang Melayu kini sudah berubah secara umum.  
Mereka lebih mementingkan pelajaran berbanding masa dahulu.  Mereka 
telah belajar dari bangsa Cina yang begitu menitikberatkan pelajaran.”  
                                                                (BH, 7
th
 January 2009) 
 
 Certain segments in the community has resisted the promotion of this Confucian 
values.  To placate these Malays to what seemed like the promotion of Chinese-ness, a 
White Paper on Shared Values was debated in January 1991, a project which was 
„allowed to lapse into obscurity‟ (Wee, 2007:110). 
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Conflicting testimonies by my other interviewees to claims of inept Malays 
attests to the predominance of ethnic stereotypes in Singapore.  When I asked 36-year 
Khadijah why she has not expanded her business, she replied, “We need more banks to 
give more opportunities to the Malays… we go to the bank, Chinese and Malay, the 
Chinese will get the loan…”, pointing out capital impediments. 
 
The claim that Malays did not prioritise education in the past was also erroneous.  
Jamilah, a teacher who has been teaching for the past 40 years said that the results 
attained by Malay students when she first started teaching were “boleh tahan, bagus” 
(not bad, good).  Rather, the reason for lower educational qualifications of Malays in the 
past was economic.  This was succinctly related by 66-year old Manap, 
 
“Ya lah… kebelakangan ni Cik tengok banyak kemajuan orang 
kita… masa dulu kebanyakkan tu banyak tak dihabiskan sekolah… pasal 
tu jam masa 60-han sampai 70-han… budak Melayu sekolah sampai 
standard 6 aje... tak continue sekolah, pasal masalah kewangan... pasal 
ibu-bapak susah kan... macam pendapatan dia orang 60-han sampai 70-
han susah kan…”  
 
As the Malays are allegedly culturally deficient, the motivation to emulate a 
superior culture is eminent for it literally meant a distancing from their „deficient culture‟ 
and thus an automatic status upgrade.  To one interviewee, the adoption of Chinese 
culture has reached unacceptable levels, especially because the majority of Malays are 
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Muslims.  Referring to overt drinking by Malays, 21-year old Amirah likened it to 
Blacks in America, 
 
“A lot of drinking problem lah… like in the U.S. for example, the blacks 
try to stand up for themselves, like they can do whatever the Whites do, so 
some of the Malays, maybe they think, we are also black (dark skinned) 
what, so we can do what our Whites do which is like the Chinese ah…” 
 
The result of this depiction and endorsement of a „bigger‟ Chinese culture is 
consent that it is the universal norm and should be emulated.  Lamentably, the portrayal 
of an „ideal‟ or „preferred‟ Chinese culture could only be effective with a negating Malay 
culture resulting in the estrangement of the latter.  The consequences of values 
sinicisation cannot be underrated.  Like the women in Martinique (Fanon, 2000:30), 
marrying a member of their underprivileged community was unimaginable to one 
interviewee, it was beneath them.  To quote Linda, 
 
“I prefer non-Malays.  Ya, I have attended family functions, „kenduri‟41… 
there‟s one day when I actually sat back and looked at my uncle, and 
looked at the others and said, “How could they marry?”  Ya, I said I 
cannot imagine, ya… so I married a Thai.  And in the past, my first 
boyfriend was a Malay… NS (National Service) boy, I just find him nice, 
no brains... you know?  Not challenging enough… like everything, and 
                                                 
41
 Kenduri is Malay for „a feast‟. 
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another thing I didn‟t like about Malay guys was, „jiwa-jiwa‟42… I‟m 
more of reality, you don‟t like it, you tell it to me; you don‟t like go 
around the bush... you know that kind of thing...” 
 
 The alienation of Malay culture for a Chinese one is an ongoing process and it 
looks set to continue.  As long as the ideology of a „deficient‟ Malay culture continues to 
be propagated by the influential few, Malays will continue to be walled in (Gibson, 
2003:79) and be judged by their skin colour first.  Even if they become identified as 
„non-typical‟ Malay, these individuals, just like the mentally poisoned Jews lived in 
constant fear that their acts will correspond to their stereotype (Sartre in Fanon, 2000:95) 
and are thus ever watchful that they do not become just a Malay (Gibson, 2003:79).  
 
Melayu Baru (‘New’ Malay) 
 The unique circumstance of adopting another culture but not wanting to shed 
Malay identity triggered the concept of Melayu Baru, supposedly a type of Malay who is 
progressive.  The concept is fraught with numerous contestations.  Debates surrounding 
this idea and how it is adopted today as a movement in the evolution of Malays will be 
discussed.  
 
Alatas in 1979 introduced Melayu Baru as Malays with a new consciousness and 
who “will be selective of positive and negative influences that have been left by the 
past”.  He identified the characteristics crucial in the „New‟ Malay as rational, moral and 
                                                 
42
 „Jiwa-jiwa‟ is used colloquially to mean „emotionally charged‟. 
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selective (1995:6).  This meant the development of Malays who rid themselves of 
regressive traditions but maintained their identity and culture.   
 
Alatas‟ cause did not catch media frenzy as did Mahathir‟s who adopted the same 
term but redefined it in a diametrically opposed way.  Mahathir first introduce his 
Melayu Baru in The Way Forward Speech (Vision 2020) on 28
th
 February 1991 (Chong, 
2005:4).  He did not use the term Melayu Baru but called for a mental revolution and 
cultural transformation of the Bumiputera
43
 community (Chong, 2205:5).  He later 
argued during a speech at UMNO‟s Annual General Assembly in November 1991 that 
Malays could not only become a participant but definers in Malaysia‟s socio-economic 
landscape.  It was only possible if Malays were transformed into New Malays, a concept 
which encompassed a complete overhaul of Malay culture (Rustam, 1993:87), 
 
“[Bangsa] yang mempunyai budaya yang sesuai dengan aliran zaman, 
yang sanggup menghadapi segala cabaran, yang dapat bersaing tanpa 
bantuan, yang terpelajar dan berilmu, canggih, jujur, berdisiplin, 
amanah, dan cekap.”  
(Taken from Rustam, 1993:87) 
 
When campaigning for position of vice-president of UMNO, Muhammad Taib called for 
the development of „New‟ Malay, which he described as one who knows his identity, has 
vision, is adaptable, a leader who brings about changes in technology and thinking of his 
people, and does all these with Islam as foundation (Chong, 2005:5).  Whether the calls 
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 Bumiputera means „sons of the soil‟. 
 96 
by Mahathir and Muhammad Taib have actually led to recognisable progress in the 
Malay community is debatable.  What was evident was that the „New Malay‟ was highly 
politicised, something which Rustam regretted for the concept itself was considered 
useful when drawing up plans for Malay modernisation (1993:87).  Politically, Melayu 
Baru served UMNO in two ways.  Firstly, to legitimise the New Economic Policy 
(NEP).  Secondly, to de-emphasise UMNO‟s role as patron to the bumiputras (Chong, 
2005:5).  Whatever the political purpose, the „old‟ Malay (Melayu Lama) culture was 
unequivocally alleged as the antithesis of all characteristics needed for the community to 
advance, which led to various debates surrounding the concept (Abdul Rahman, 
2001:177).  Another critique was Mahathir‟s over-emphasis for a capitalistic and 
individualistic approach to the Melayu Baru.  It was suggested during the first 
Bumiputera Economic Congress that by 2020 one entrepreneur will be produced from 
every five bumiputera families (Rustam, 1992:7).  In this perspective, the new Malay 
therefore boiled down to being capitalists.  Questions on what was meant by New Malay 
were raised.  Rustam rationalised that measure by qualification, occupation, command of 
English or becoming yuppies were inadequate because only a few were part of this social 
circle and many of whom had benefited from the NEP programmes.  This led him to 
push for a revaluation of government-initiated programmes that would lead to socio-
economic progress of not only the few but the whole community (Rustam, 1992:8).  This 
he felt would nurture a modern Malay, a new Malay who was born from a modern 
community rather than yuppies who in actuality are living amongst a community still 
holding on to pre-modern and irrational ethos (Rustam, 1992:7). 
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 The capitalistic approach towards Melayu Baru was also undertaken by 
academics alike.  Kahn used the term to refer to Malays in the corporate and the political 
elite, relating it closely to development of the nouveau riche in capitalist societies (Kahn, 
1996 in Chong, 2005:6).  Shamsul suggested including categories like professional 
middle class and „everyday local meanings‟.  By this he meant the predecessor concept 
to Melayu Baru which was Orang Kaya Baru (nouveau riche) which have been in use 
since the 1950s either with reference to „achievement-based‟ non-feudal class of elites 
like in the civil service or as expression of jealousy or envy directed to members of one‟s 
social class who had suddenly become rich (Shamsul, 1991:91 in Chong, 2005:6).  Of 
particular interest in this thesis is the analysis taken by Yao (2003:225 in Chong, 
2005:7).  He said that the development of the new Malay was actually a result of the 
convergence of concerns by the state-nurtured indigenous middle class who viewed 
ethnic discriminatory economic programmes like the NEP as infantilising the Malay 
subject and thus their critique of it (Yao, 2003 in Chong, 2005:8).  To Yao, the new 
Malay was not voiceless, rather an „enlightened‟ social group very able at articulating 
their concerns.  
 
We have now recognised an unprogressive „old‟ Malay culture and the call for 
adoption of a new one which, in the case of Singapore Malays, was the adoption of what 
was perceived as a more open and progressive Chinese culture.  Another distinguishing 
characteristic agreed by the writers was the automatic membership of middle class 
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Malays as Melayu Baru including that of the PMETs
44
 i.e. those who have reached at 
least a level of specialisation. 
 
My field research showed that those who identified themselves as not „just 
Malay‟ supported Yao‟s thesis of the new Malay and also Mahathir‟s capitalistic 
approach to the concept.  This materialised Rustam‟s fears that the new Malay would be 
taken as someone who dresses or present himself like a typical Wall Street executive 
(Rustam, 1992:8).  In a poem by Suratman, a New Malay was supposed to have at least 
one of the following - degree, drives Jaguar, Mercedes Benz and BMW cars, lives in 
condominiums and frequently speaks English (BH, 3
rd
 November 2008).  A new media 
movement by a group of Malays identifying themselves as Generasi Me (previously 
Melayu 2.0) aimed at uplifting, improving and solving Malay issues
45
 wrote about how 
the „Malay 1.0‟ can „prop up to Melayu 2.0‟.  Member Fadzuli wrote that what was 
needed was „plug-ins‟, one of which was to get the Malay community to „(a) change our 
reading materials (b) change the people we hang out with (and) (c) change our minds 
(this is the most difficult but not impossible)‟.  The reading materials were the 
highlighting of „Malay problems‟ in Berita Harian which was thought to affect the way 
Malays think.  Rather solutions to these problems were encouraged.  Fadzuli was 
unaware that providing solutions obviously point to unspoken problems often associated 
with Malays and will not improve the Malays‟ perception of their community.  In (b) 
Fadzuli identified Malays as people who like to „sembang-menyembang‟ (chit-chat), 
(similar to „lepak‟).  As these individuals are wasting their time, they should be shunned.  
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 Professionals, Managers, Executives & Technicians (PMETs) 
45
 Source: „Generasi Me (Melayu 2.0)‟, retrieved on 24th July 2009 fromt http://www.gen-me.org/ 
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Finally, a change of mindset which meant having a different kind of thinking skills was 
needed (which he unfortunately did not elaborate) (Melayu 2.0 thoughts, March 12
th
 
2009).  In another entry under Generasi Me „education‟ category, Hazman Aziz quoted 
the lyrics of a song titled „Aku Lihat Layu Dalam Melayu‟ (I see a Wilting Malay) by a 
Johor-born lyricist Malique Ibrahim.  Quoting a part of it, 
“Selalu lari bila di rapat  
Selalu malu bila soalan di aju 
Selalu segan memberi pendapat 
Rela mengikut dari meneraju  
Belum menyanyi sudah bersorak  
Suka berjanji dalam borak  
Bukan kata tak ada otak  
Cuma tak fikir di luar otak  
Ku lihat layu dalam melayu  
Ku lihat layu dalam melayu  
Ku lihat layu dalam melayu”  
Hazman wrote that Gen „Me‟ also stood for Gen „I‟, and thus matching the lyrics of the 
song “Me Layu” – “I am weak” (Posted on June 21st 2009).  Recognising the „weak‟ 
Malay, Generasi Me or Melayu 2.0 aims to „equip every Malay today… to develop 
positive changes‟ (Melayu 2.0 thoughts, 12th March 2009).  
 
Suria, a MediaCorp channel, targets the Malays plays a crucial role in 
„identifying‟ the characteristics found in the new Malay apart from Berita Harian.  The 
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channel‟s producers were disgruntled that their loyal viewers were the „makcik-makcik‟ 
(aunties) although it has always described itself as a „hip and modern‟ channel and that 
its audiences were a „new breed of Singaporean Malays‟ (Suria, 2006 in Kwek, 
2009:18).  Suria‟s producers had relayed their idea of a new breed of Malays in the 
channel‟s interstitial featuring Suria‟s popular artistes „prancing around to a rap version 
of the channel‟s theme song‟ (Kwek, 2009:18).  The Malay viewership desired by Suria 
was not as described by one of its executives the „so old‟, „so traditional‟ or „so 
backward‟ Malay (Kwek, 2009:19) but rather those reflected in their interstitial.  The 
Malays of Generasi Me and the producers and executives of Suria fit into Yao‟s 
description of a social group of Malays (mainly middle class) who, having been 
„inscribed‟ with the Colonial discourse of „deficient Malay‟, coalesce in seeking „to have 
a greater role in society... (Yao, 2003: 219 in Chong, 2005:8), one of which as we have 
seen is a redefinition of characteristics associated with their community. 
 
To be just Malay is perceived as a handicap but adopting what was perceived as 
Chinese culture will lead to progress, especially in Singapore‟s highly capitalistic and 
competitive social environment.  To become Chinese was impossible and so an evolved 
Malay, one supposedly without the „deficient Malay‟ culture was created resulting in a 
new Malay identity.  We find the new Malay with entrepreneurial skills, perseverance 
and creativity just to name a few, anything and everything which were allegedly missing 
in the „old Malay‟.  Malays were urged to become Melayu Gen Me or Melayu 2.0, or 




The Incarcerated Malay 
 
 This final chapter starts off by addressing the PAP government as heir to British 
colonials and how this has contributed to experiences of ethnic discrimination by 
interviewees.  Explanations for an apparent tolerance for discriminatory practices will 
then be offered leading us to the close of this thesis. 
 
The Colonial Marvelled 
 Independence from the Colonial rule did not alleviate allegations of „cultural 
deficiencies‟ generated by British colonials.  Singapore, like many previously colonised 
countries, chose not only to continue the systems established by their imperial masters, 
but has even gone to the extent of deifying
46
 her colonisers and her supposed sole 
founder (Wright, 2008) of her modern nation.   
 
The hallmark of British colonialism most damaging to the Malays is their crafting 
of the Malay soul rendering them incompetent to govern and ensure a thriving economy 
for their own country.  The PAP government continued with this colonial ideology by 
replacing the colonial claims of superiority with that of the Chinese.  This we saw in the 
promotion of the Chinese culture/Confucianism as the basis for Singapore‟s economic 
success and repeated articulations of the intellectual inferiority of Malays vis-à-vis the 
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 There are two Raffles statues in Singapore.  A dark bronze statue erected in 1887, now found at Empress 
Place and a white marble replica erected in 1972 now at Sir Raffles Landing Site.  Source: „Sir Stamford 




 by Lee Kuan Yew himself (Lily, 1998:175).  This was despite highly 
publicised criticism against colonisation and various studies analysing the role ideology 
played during European colonial expansion, worldwide.  Thus, the Malays remained as 
underdogs, if not worse
48
, in Singapore‟s independent social milieu.  
 
Georges Baladier „colonial situation‟ which is the „domination by a „racially‟ and 
culturally different foreign conquering group, imposed in the name of a dogmatically 
asserted racial, ethnic, or cultural superiority, on a materially inferior indigenous 
people‟ (Hechter, 1975:30) aptly defines our situation.  If before independence, it was the 
British colonials who dominated the indigenous Malays, the PAP government has now 
taken over that role by consistently asserting the superiority of the Chinese culture over 
the deficient culture of the indigenous Malays.   
 
Malays continue to be confronted with the same prejudices they faced during 
British colonisation.  While independence was supposed to mean liberation for 
Singaporeans, the exception has been to the Malays.  They have never been liberated; 
they have had to live with a stereotype which takes not only their pride, but also 
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 In 1983, Lee noted that a study found that the Malaysian Chinese had fifteen points higher IQ relative to 
the Malays (Sunday Monitor 21
st
 August 1983 in Lily, 1998:175).  Lee also declared that the Malays could 
never be as good as the Chinese in Mathematics because of inherent differences in learning aptitudes 
between the races during an interview with the International Herald Tribune (M. Richardson, ST 26
th
 June 
1992 in Lily, 1998:175). 
48
 This was especially true for Malays who had been serving in uniform groups, e.g. police.  As the PAP 
government required police officers to pass a Qualifying Examination which entailed English and 
Mathematics, many Malay policemen educated in Malay schools were left jobless.  One retiree policeman 
interviewee lamented how, as a result of this, many of his friends had to settle for jobs like gardeners.  Lee 
(2006) found this to be most profound between 1966 and 1972.  Worsening the situation further was the 
loss of service jobs offered by the British (Lee, 2006: 187).  Lily (1998) also discussed the increasing 
income disparity between the Chinese and the Malays since 1957 (pp.19).  The trend seems to be 
continuing to date as the Malays have the highest percentage of its community (6.95%) earning below one 
thousand dollars a month compared to the Chinese (4.44%), Indians (5.32%) and Others (2.51%) (General 
Household Survey 2005). 
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opportunities for advancement.  The reality is the Malays have continually been 
colonised, but internally.  
 
‘Tak Boleh Dapat Punya...’ (Cannot Get For Sure…) 
 In The Singapore Dilemma (1998), Lily presented structural features such as 
Singapore‟s education system which had quotas for Malays, while encouraging Chinese 
concentrations in schools.  This led to perceptions of bias towards the Chinese (Lily, 
1998:167).  This is above the establishment of mono-ethnic SAP
49
 schools and the 
„Speak Mandarin Campaign‟50 in 1979 (ibid. pg.167-169), a language the government 
claimed to be the transmitter of positive Asian/Confucianist cultural values and was the 
raison d'être for Singapore‟s economic success and social discipline (ibid. pg.168).  
Evident also was the government‟s attitude towards Malay education in the pre-merger 
and merger years of 1959 to 1965 which saw measures taken by the PAP government 
promoting Malay stream education and the Malay language leading to the founding of 
the first Malay secondary school (Sang Nila Utama) in 1961 and subsequent thirteen 
Malay secondary schools by 1965 (ibid. pg.189).  Lily (1998) argues this was only 
politically expedient for no infrastructure was established to ensure supply of either 
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 The SAP (Special Assistance Plan) schools aim to „preserve the ethos of Chinese medium schools and 
promote the learning of Chinese language and culture‟.  Recently, especially in light of the rising 
importance of China, the teaching of non-examination subjects such as Art, Music, Physical Education and 
Social Studies are in Chinese in some SAP schools, while others integrate part of the Chinese language 
curriculum with non-examination subjects.  „O‟ level‟ subjects like „Media Studies in Chinese‟ will also be 
introduced in 2010.  Source: „SAP school‟, retrieved on 22nd October 2009 from 
http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/press/2008/02/enhanced-programmes-by-special.php.  Such 
programmes/schools have yet to be created for the other ethnic groups. 
50
 In June 1991, the Chinese Language Review Committee (CLRC) was established with the objective of 
exploring ways to improve the quality of teaching and learning Mandarin so that the language would 
continue to be used even after school, instead of a Mother Tongue Language Committee.  The „Mother 
Tongue Campaign‟ was only pushed later when representatives of the Action Committee for Indian 
Education (ACIE) and noted Singaporean Malay educationist Suratman Markasan and President of the 
Malay Language Teachers Association Maarof Salleh cautioned on the predominant use of the English 
language and decline of the Tamil and Malay languages (Lily, 1998: 172). 
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qualified teachers or teaching materials which would have foreseen the academic 
excellence of these students.  Those who managed entrance into tertiary institutions like 
the University of Singapore struggled as the language of instruction was English, hence 
leading to their attrition.  Chinese-stream students could pursue tertiary education at the 
Nanyang University and Ngee Ann Technical College and could get employment in 
Chinese firms
51
 while their Malay-stream counterparts were confronted with English 
dominated commercial and administrative sector, and their participation in commerce 
was negligible (ibid. pg.188-189).  Malay parents recognised the consequences which led 
to the eventual demise of Malay stream schools due to dwindling enrolments.  The 
Malays, relative to the Chinese, have been neglected while the interests of the Chinese 
and their culture protected, promoted and advanced.  Additionally, exclusionary policies 
on Malays in critical Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) positions (ibid. pg.100) only serve 
to add salt to the wound. 
 
The lived reality of Malays also reinforced the belief that there is a lackadaisical 
attitude on the part of the government to protect the interests of minorities in Singapore.  
In heartland neighbourhoods, where about 85 per cent
52
 of Singapore‟s total population 
lives, banners bearing advertisements
53
 (appendix 5) and courses/activities schedules 
(appendix 6) by the People‟s Associations were usually in English and/or Mandarin 
which was queer for an organisation whose motto was „To Build and to Bridge 
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 The small business sector in Singapore, dominated by Chinese grew by 100 per cent during the 1970s.  
Recruitment which was based on family ties, networks and language affiliation meant that Malays were 
excluded from this major sector of the economy (Li, 1998: 153). 
52
 Source: „Key Indicators of Resident Households‟, retrieved 19th August 2009 from 
http://www.singstat.gov.sg/stats/themes/people/hhldindicators.pdf 
53
 Suriani Suratman, Lecture 5 on „Life as Singapore Citizens‟ (9th September 2008) for Module MS 
3209/SSA 3203 „Malays of Singapore‟, Department of Malay Studies, National University of Singapore. 
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communities in achieving One People, One Singapore‟54.  Even automated phone calls to 
any government body or statutory board offer services in either English or Mandarin; 
again reflecting the government‟s assiduous attention on the ethnic Chinese, naturally to 
the exclusion of ethnic minorities. 
 
It was unsurprising that despite differences in the perceptions of Malay work 
ethic and allegations of Malay „cultural deficiencies‟ among the service, intermediate and 
working class, the issue of ethnic discrimination was mentioned by a high proportion of 
interviewees from each class (service: 66.6%, intermediate: 78.3%, working : 78%).  
What was ironical was that some interviewees who cited discrimination also endorsed 
that Singapore‟s socio-economic system was based on meritocracy.  Upon further query 
a distinction came to light, mainly what was perceived as attributing to their 
discrimination.  Among interviewees in the intermediate and service class, 54 per cent of 
those who discussed discrimination reflected Marques et al (1988) Black Sheep Effect.  
All the working class interviewees discussing discrimination ascribed it purely to racism.  
This is consistent with various other foreign studies which indicated that it is those who 
experience the greatest barriers to social mobility who are aware of the institutional 
inequalities and have the least support for dominant ideology.  These same people are 
also compelled to endure the inequities (Lily, 1998: 61) as reflected by my interviewees. 
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 Source: „People‟s Association‟, retrieved 19th August 2009 from 
http://www.pa.gov.sg/1146635937727/1226885842710.html 
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Malay Parliament members are part of that 54 per cent.  Halimah Yaacob, 
Member of Parliament for Jurong GRC
55
 and also Secretary to the National Trade Union 
Congress (NTUC) stated that discrimination against Malays could be eradicated through 
changes in the Malay worker himself/herself.  Quoting her, 
 
“Jika pekerja Melayu dikenali sebagai pekerja handalan, tidak 
kira apa saja bidang pekerjaan yang kita lakukan, saya pasti majikan 
yang mahu mengamalkan sikap diskriminasi akan dengan sendirinya 
merasakan kerugian besar.”  
                                                                          (BH, 31
st
 May 2009) 
 
By implication, Malays have to bear the responsibility for discriminatory actions 
against them because they did not reflect the expertise required by their employers. 
According to Halimah, Malay workers must change if they wish discriminations against 
them to end although she recognised that employers do practise discrimination (BH, 31
st
 
May 2009).  The Malay workers were seen as the perpetrator of their problems, even by 
their representatives in public office though complaints have been lodged explaining 
employers‟ discriminatory practices56.  Halimah‟s views were echoed by my 
interviewees like Julie, Mawar and Zainal who claimed that difficulties faced by „more 
ambitious‟ Malays were entirely due to negative Malay stereotypes produced by Malays 
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 Source: „Halimah Yaacob‟, retrieved on 19th August 2009 from 
http://www.parliament.gov.sg/AboutUs/Org-MP-MP-Prof-HalimahYacob.htm 
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 Labour Chief Lim Boon Heng said that there have been complaints that some job interviewers asked 
Malays and Indians if they could speak Mandarin and that the few who responded that they could were 
further asked if they could write Chinese!  Source: „Indian, Malay job seekers complain of discrimination 
in Singapore‟, retrieved on 22nd October 2009 from http://www.singapore-
window.org/sw05/050809ht.htm.  
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who just „wish to waste their lives away‟ and was further worsened by employer 
preference by ethnic affiliation („tengok kulit‟).  Afiq, a 46-year old supervisor spoke of 
his preference for non-Malay workers because his Malay supervisees have „attitude 
problems‟.  However, Afiq recognises non-Malay employers prefer someone from their 
own ethic group, 
 
“…I prefer Chinese and Indian workers because dia orang (Malays) 
punya attitude problem… lambat, kerja perlahan, tak habis… always 
keluar tea break… macam you kerja, you have a job but dia orang tak 
boleh kasi habis‟... they don‟t try to show that they are good workers…”  
 
then continuing on employing workers, 
 
“...Company usually they ambik other race… dia orang kalau kerja, 
challenge, high post already, they take their own people…  Melayu ada 2, 
3 but the best post, they take their own people… I think because they trust 
them... because of they work also lah...”  
 
There is an awareness of biasness towards one‟s own ethnic members which made it 
more difficult for the „deficient work ethic‟ Malay to obtain the „best positions‟ in the 
company.  Reaffirming Afiq, Amal said, 
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“…maybe Singapore is racist jugak, for the Cina, they can get their job 
easily… this is what I think… you yourself open the Classified Ads, all 
Mandarin speaking, US company also Mandarin speaking… even high 
end company also need Mandarin speaking… very racist.  Maybe they put 
Mandarin speaking coz they don‟t want Malay workers...” 
 
Amal attributed the Malay „deficient work ethic‟ as reason for employers‟ preference for 
Chinese workers.  She also lamented that Chinese workers were preferred as advertised 
in the Classified Ads.  She felt it was a ploy for employers who did not want to even 
consider employing Malays.  
 
 Biasness by Chinese employers for workers from their own ethnic group was 
perceived as something natural by a few simply because of their shared beliefs, culture 
etc. and also the desire to see „one of their own‟ do well: 
 
“If you tengok baik-baik, this depend on the tauke itself, macam company 
Cina, let‟s say same qualification – Malay and Chinese… the boss 
Chinese, they will take Chinese, easy to communicate, more comfortable, 
so it depends on the kepala… ada orang feedback kalau the general 
manager is Malay, sure at least one of the supervisor kat bawah Malay… 
support Malay... it‟s human nature, tak boleh lari... ada pulak, dia 
sengaja, Cina, colour bar (racist) punya, Melayu jarang colour bar.  
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Melayu dua Cina dua - Melayu, they will feel ok, equal, but Cina still feel, 
dia ni Cina mesti uplah sikit.” 
                                                                                                                        (Amir) 
For the working class Malay, discrimination practices by employers simply meant a 
„glass ceiling‟ (Lily, 1998:60) they have to content with which can become incredibly 
frustrating.  Hanif complained, 
 
“…we are never given a chance to go that far… macam ada certain limit 
yang tidak diajar atau tak diberi peluang untuk kita maju… macam 
certain post, they are willing to give to their people first daripada orang-
orang kita dulu… I pun nampak banyak jugak… macam cleaning kan… 
Melayu and Chinese kan, banyak tak sikit mesti ada lima puluh tau, lima 
puluh extra dalam dia orang punya pay tau… sure got 50 dollars or 100 
pay dalam dia orang punya pay tau...” 
 
Backing Hanif and in contradiction to Halimah‟s criticism of Malay workers for not 
showing enough credibility, Yazid shared, 
 
“We are talking about priority in working places.  For example, 
assignments A and B are popular places.  If you want to show your talent, 
your skill, want to upgrade, A and B are the good places to work coz the 
exposure to the client is good.  You can show your skill, it‟s better coz A 
and B will every time give you report telling how the service man, very 
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regular.  But C and D are just normal medium enterprises, they don‟t 
care, Chinese say „bo-chap‟ you know.  So you send people or don‟t send 
people, never mind, it‟s like that.  So chances for us to upgrade is not 
there.  We‟ll just remain stuck.  Let‟s say just die rendering our service 
day to day... but I‟m thinking about getting further, upgrade, the next step 
I have to hunt for A and B company.  But from there I learn something; I 
have no chance to get there.  To be frank, to share my talents and skills, 
I‟m better than them actually – that‟s what I can say...so in this sense I 
think it‟s not fair for me.  Just didn‟t give me the opportunity.” 
 
Discontented Malays confronted with discrimination face a bleak future.  Although the 
Tripartite Guidelines on Non-discriminatory Job Advertisements
57
 have been established, 
it was ineffective as employers simply circumvent.  Hopelessness sometimes expressed 
by „Apa boleh buat?‟ (What can we do?) or „Kita tak boleh cakap lagi‟ (We have no 
voice) on discriminatory practices was openly expressed by interviewees.  A large 
majority of the commercial sector is owned by ethnic Chinese, leaving the Malays at 
their mercy and perhaps even fear of detention under the Internal Security Act (ISA) for 
talking about racism in Singapore. 
 
The lack of an avenue for them to express their concerns was frustrating, 
 
                                                 
57
 Source: „Tripartite Guidelines On Non-Discriminatory Job Advertisements‟, retrieved on 20th August 
2009 from http://www.sgemployers.com/public/industry/tripartide.jsp 
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“For our MPs, I‟m not saying they are not doing a good job, but it‟s not 
fantastic lah… I just wish that our rights can be more brought up… like 
although I don‟t wear tudung (hijab) but you feel that you want to wear it 
when you go to school… I don‟t see why not… we cannot fight for it... 
really irritates me that they can‟t do that, a very simple thing… what kind 
of restriction can it bring… even Olympian wearing... you know, can 
run... why can‟t such a request be made?  Nobody is there to voice up…” 
(Salinah) 
 
This lack of a voice or avenue to express Malay concerns was a process orchestrated by 
the government.  Urban resettlement programmes entailing ethnic residential quotas and 
the reallocation of Malay strongholds like Pasir Panjang, Geylang Serai and Kaki Bukit 
into larger electoral divisions ensured that Malay political parties like the PKMS
58
 could 
not act as a significant force that could depose the PAP (Kassim Yang Razali in Lily, 
1998:75) leaving PAP Malay MPs, like Halimah Yacob, as unchallenged political 
representatives of the Malay community in public office (Lily, 1998:75).  So far, these 
Malay MPs have stood by strongly with the government‟s ideological leanings59 even 
when they were starkly unsound and caused rumblings within the Malay community, e.g. 
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 Pertubohan Kebangsaan Melayu Singapura (PKMS), formerly Singapore Malays National Organisation 
(SMNO). 
59
 Recently, Dr Yaacob Ibrahim announced at another Community Leaders‟ Forum (CLF) (BH, 3rd October 
2009) which will be organised on 31
st
 October 2009 (BH, 13
th
 Ocotber 2009).  CLF was formed in 2003 to 
discuss issues faced by the community.  It has to date however chose to pore over effects rather than roots 
of problems the Malay community here faces.  This was clearly stated when calls were made for public 
opinions for steps to „improve Malay students‟ academic performance, especially in Mathematics and 
Science, to increase potential of Malay youths and to strengthen the Malay family unit‟ (BH, 13 th October 
2009).  This reflects the continuing support by Malay MPs to the ideology of „Malay problems‟ and thus 
remedies for them instead of looking at them as the ramifications of socio-economic limitations. 
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when the first Malay SAF officer (Col Ishak) was promoted to the rank of a general 44 
years
60
 after the armed forces came into being, Yaacob Ibrahim said that, 
 
“…it was a proud moment for the Malay-Muslim community… (and) it 
showed that hard work and playing by the rules would bring its rewards 
in a meritocratic society.” 
(ST, 26
th
 June 2009) 
 
Yaacob said this although SAF adopts a cautious approach in placing Malays in key 
positions and had already disclosed this in 1987
61
 thus rendering „meritocracy‟ irrelevant 
in the organisation.  His comment that more Malays could emulate Col. Ishak would 
depend on their ability and interest (ST, 26
th
 June 2009) would certainly make one of my 
interviewees‟ eyes roll, for though fully qualified, her application to become a „signaller‟ 
in the SAF was bluntly rejected as the „vocation was for non-Malays‟ as she was told by 
her interviewer. 
 
 The influence of the „barbarians‟ (Sowell, 1999: 4) who inherited the Malay 
„cultural deficiency‟ ideology from British imperialist could not be underestimated.  
They unfortunately 'have academic tenure, judicial appointments, government grants, 
and control of the movies, television, and other media‟ (ibid.).  Given the sole Malay 
voice endorsing the government‟s ideology of Malay „cultural deficiencies‟, it is difficult 
to imagine seeing light at the end of the tunnel for discriminated Malays.  As with 
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th
 June 2009. 
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previous recruitments, representatives of Malays in Singapore‟s public office will be the 
likes of Julie, Mawar and Zainal who openly blamed „other‟ Malays for discriminations 
faced by members of their community and even supported the Singapore Armed Forces‟ 
discrimination of Malays in its key positions for „we have to understand that we are 
being surrounded by a sea of Malays‟ and that „we may not have the heart to shoot our 
own (Malay) during war‟ (Zainal) - which was the exact argument stated by the 
government.  The fact that blatant „distrust‟ and „exclusion‟ (Gordon et al, 1996:37) are 
being exercised and that these are the very faces of racism and discrimination did not 
seem to perturb them.  Malays will continue to face inequity for they are alleged to be 
the aggressors for their discrimination.  Incarcerated, my interviewee Nazlin describes 
the Malays as capable of only to „sini diam aje… adelah angguk-angguk, tergeleng-
geleng... kita dengar aje… tak boleh bersuara...‟ for as Sowell accurately dubbed, the 





This study had set out to investigate the extent of Malays‟ negative perceptions of 
themselves among the middle and working class in relation to their alleged „cultural 
deficiencies‟.  The results have been staggering for it showed that not only have they 
internalised the ideology but also cultivated sentiments of self-hatred and a desire to 
adopt the highly promoted values of a supposedly „more progressive‟ culture.  This 
phenomenon is clearly socio-psychological in nature.  Ideally, one dreams of a time 
when „race‟ or „ethnicity‟ is no longer a tool wielded to divide people, a task proved 
more daunting than thought despite the numerous scientific evidences indicating one 
humanity (Chanda, ST, 7
th
 July 2009). 
 
In a socio-political environment like Singapore which deliberately and 
consciously stress ethnicity as a means of social classification (Clammer, 1985:107), 
perhaps the way to eliminate it is when actual equality of status (Lewin, 1948:198) 
between Malays and non-Malays is achieved.  Given the current unyielding socio-
economic infrastructures in place, this will remain an aspiration only for a very long 
time.  Inspiration could be drawn from the examples of discriminated Jews before World 
War II who managed to beat the odds.  Thus, while attaining objectives of equal socio-
economic standing vis-à-vis other ethnic groups, other means to counteract the feelings 
of inferiority and fear should be endeavoured.  Malays must stop looking at themselves 
„through the eyes of others‟ and continually agonised that their claims of Malay 
inferiority is true (Lewin, ibid).  This does not mean simply the celebration of Malay 
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cultural activities which are often organised by the Malay Heritage Centre and Malay 
Language campaigns, which like négritude could „end in an empty celebration of “the 
exotic”… but bypasses the demands of the present‟ (Gibson, 2003:82), or the front-page 
Berita Harian reporting one or two Malays who excelled in their fields.  Rather, there is 
a need to totally reject any claims to inferiority based on their ethnicity supported by a 
consciousness of the inaccuracies in selective historical writings.  This must be 
accompanied by an acknowledgement of the challenges faced by the working class 
members and addressing them.  
 
 Efforts to recapture Malay pride are already an on-going process albeit on the 
individual level.  One interviewee deplored using the term „janji Melayu‟ (Malay 
promise) by Malays often used to imply late-coming for appointments, for it propagated 
negative ideas of Malays.  In the forum pages of the Straits Times and Berita Harian, 
objections to claims of Malay inferiority e.g. „mindset problems‟ (chapter 4) also look 
promising.  Articles in Berita Harian also featured reports by its special writer M. 
Effendy A. Hamid who highlighted the courage of Malay sailors and also the advanced 
maritime technology developed by the Mataram and Srivijaya empires (BH, 22 July 
2009).  Although encouraging, more can be done for they are no rival to the impact made 
by allegations of Malay inferiority disseminated through the various mainstream 





Suggestions for further research 
 The common Malay internalisation of their supposed „cultural inferiority‟ calls 
for a systematic study on the roles of elites, media, literature etc. in the propagation of 
this ideology.  There is also dire need to investigate self-fulfilling consequences from 
internalising the ideology.  Also crucial is research on the community‟s self-help groups‟ 
programmes which are incidentally run by the service and intermediate classes - people 
more likely to embrace the Malay „cultural deficiency‟ ideology.  Studies into areas such 
as these are of the essence in efforts to ameliorate the predicament of not only Malays 
but also many other communities who are trapped psychologically and socio-
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Please tick in the appropriate boxes. 
My highest formal qualification is: 
 No formal education 
 PSLE 
 „N‟ Level 
 Nitec 
 „O‟ Level 
 Higher Nitec 
 „A‟ Level 
 Diploma 
 Degree 
 Others: ____________________ 
                          (please specify) 
My home is a : 
 1 room HDB apartment 
 2 room HDB apartment 
 3 room HDB apartment 
 4 room HDB apartment 
 5 room HDB apartment 
 5 room HDB executive apartment /maisonette 
 Private apartment / Condominium  
 Landed property 
 Others: ____________________ 
                                      (please specify) 
 
My occupation: _____________________ 
                         _____________________ 
I earn about ________ a month. 
 Below  $500  
 Between $501 - $1,230  
 Between $1,231 - $2,230 
 Between $2,231 - $3,230 
 Between $3,231-$4,230 
 Between $4,231-$5,230 
 Between $5,231- $8,230 
 Between $8,231-$10,230 
 Above $10,231 
My age: 
   21 – 25  
   26 - 30 
   31 – 35 
   36 – 40 
   41 – 45 












Interview Focus :     Life History and Details of their Experiences/Opinions with/of      
                                 Malays 
 
7. Where were you born?  Tell me about your family. 
 
8. What does being a Singaporean Malay mean for you? 
 
9. What are your thoughts and/or feelings about Malays in Singapore? 
 
10. How did you develop these impressions? 
 
11. What is your earliest awareness of race that you can remember? 
 
12. Do you have friends of different ethnic groups? 
 
13. Do you go out with your non- Malay friends for leisure acitivities? 
 
14. Have you ever felt discriminated before?  If so, how?  If not, why do you think this  
                was the case? 
 




Interview Focus:  Reflections on their Life History and Experiences/Opinions  
                            with/of Malays 
 
1(a) What do you think could be the possible reasons why your family/you are  
        successful/not successful compared to the more/less successful Malays? 
 
3(a) What are the possible ways for less successful Malays to progress? 
 
  (b) How did you come up with these strategies for the Malays to progress? 
 
6(a) Why do you/don‟t you have friends from (a) different ethnic group(s)? 
 
(b) Are you particular about the ethnic groups of your (future) children‟s friends?  Why/Why not? 
 




Interview Protocol for Semi-Structured, In-Depth 





Banner taken outside Pasir Ris East Community Centre on 22
nd





Banners taken outside Tampines Central Community Centre on 22
nd
 October 2009. 
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